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ABSTRACT 
The majority of students who are Deaf and hard-of-hearing (DHH) attend community colleges 
and approximately 90% of community colleges serve this population (Raue & Lewis, 2011).  
Over the last several decades, the post-secondary enrollment of this population has increased; 
however, the attrition rate remains problematic.  Compared to the national average, Mississippi 
post-secondary students who are DHH fall behind most other states in the nation in advanced 
degree attainment (Erickson et al., 2016).  Seven DHH students from across the state of 
Mississippi were interviewed to explore their community college experiences.  Three research 
questions guided the study: (1) What are the experiences of students who are DHH within the 
community college system in Mississippi? (2) How do the experiences affect the students’ 
perceptions of a successful degree completion? (3) What do students who are DHH believe can 
be done within their college to promote their academic success.  The aim was to highlighting the 
social and environmental influences on student retention and completion.  Three themes and six 
sub-themes emerged:  Language is a barrier, the quality and quantity of support services matter, 
and Deaf role models and VR counselors motivate students to enroll and persist.  Three themes 
arouse; Language is a Barrier, Support Services Matter, Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors 
and Deaf Mentors Influence Enrollment and Persistence.  Implications for practice and future 
research are indicated. 
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CHAPTER I  
INTRODUCTION 
Authors: Ronda Bryan & Krystal Berry 
This dissertation in practice (DiP) is written as a companion dissertation by doctoral 
partners as part of a doctoral program designed to follow the Carnegie Project on the Education 
Doctorate (CPED).  The goal of this project was to work collaboratively to highlight an existing 
problem of practice that currently exists in postsecondary educations, namely community 
colleges in Mississippi.  As a result, this dissertation includes a collectively written discussion of 
a critical problem of practice related to students with disabilities (SWDs) (Chapter I), and a 
literature review that explores disability frameworks, social justice and equity frameworks, 
person-environment interactions, and social and environmental influences that affect the 
postsecondary retention and completion of SWDs (Chapter II).  The authors identified two sub-
populations for further exploration – students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and students 
who are d/Deaf and Hard of Hearing (DHH).  The methodology, which was shared by both 
authors in an effort to maintain consistency, is described in detail (Chapter III).  The authors 
independently researched their respective sub-populations.  The analysis and findings for this 
independent study shines light on the community college experiences of students with ASD in 
2 
 
Mississippi (Chapter IV).  Finally, the implications for practice and research ascertained from 
this study’s findings are shared (Chapter V).   
Problem of Practice 
The World Health Organization (WHO) (2011) estimates a five percent growth in the 
number of people estimated to be living with a form of disability.  Based on 2010 estimates, 
approximately 15%, or about one billion people, of the world’s population 15 years and older 
live with an impairment. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (2015) 
estimates that 22%, which is more than 70 million, of the United States adult population lives 
with a disability.  The CDC reported findings suggesting that higher percentages of adults living 
with disabilities are in southern states.  Of those with higher percentages, 31.4% of Mississippi 
residents have a disability (CDC, 2015).  
Twenty-eight years after the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) was passed, 
disability-related disparities continue to affect the nearly 56.7 million Americans with disabilities 
(United States Census Bureau, 2012). In 2013, only 31.9% of adults with disabilities were in the 
workforce, compared to 63.5% of adults without disabilities (VonShrader, 2015). Median 
earnings are also significantly different between those with and those without disabilities. The 
earnings for people without disabilities is 75% higher than that for people with disabilities 
(Stoddard, 2014). More than 10% of Americans with disabilities live in persistent poverty, but 
only 3.8% of Americans without disabilities live in persistent poverty (US Census Bureau, 
2014). In Mississippi, the state of focus for the two studies, the percentage of people with 
disabilities is 16.5% whereas the national average is 12.2%.  Additionally, Mississippians with 
disabilities have a significantly lower level of employment (at only 26.4%) than those without 
disabilities (at 69.9%) at the statewide level (MSPE, 2014).  
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In 2014, almost 21% of 24 year olds with a disability in the United States did not 
complete high school with a diploma compared to only 7% of 24 year olds without a disability 
(Stetser & Stillwell, 2014). Postsecondary attainment numbers are just as discouraging. In 2014, 
34.6% of Americans age 25 and older without a disability had a bachelor’s degree compared to 
only 16.4% of those with a disability (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015). A report by the 
American Community Survey (ACS) found that “educational attainment is by far the most 
important social characteristic for predicting earnings” (Julian, 2012, p. 1).  The lifetime earnings 
of an individual with an undergraduate degree compared to an individual with a high school 
diploma is expected to be about $1 million more; those who obtain an associate degree are 
expected to earn over $500 thousand more than someone with a high school diploma (Julian, 
2012, p. 4). Given the importance of a college degree to quality of life, increasing degree 
attainment for college students with disabilities (SWDs) is essential. 
More students in postsecondary institutions are disclosing a disability.  Since 1995 the 
percentage of undergraduate students reporting a disability has increased from 6% to 11% (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2016).  Differences exist among the 11% with regard to 
characteristics.  For example, 21% of the undergraduate population that are veterans reported a 
disability; 16% of adult undergraduates over the age of 30 also reported a disability, which was 
higher than 15-23 year olds at 9%, and 24-29 years olds at 11%; of undergraduate students who 
were dependents, fewer reported a disability compared to their independent married and 
unmarried counterparts; and, students who identified as two or more races reported the highest 
rate of disability.  Asian students reported the lowest rate of disability (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2016).   
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The increase in the number of SWDs in higher education can be attributed to the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), the 2008 amendments to the act (ADAAA), and Section 
504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which protects against discrimination based on ability 
level (Bowman, 2011).   Under the ADA Title II, “any program or activity conducted by a public 
entity ranging from adult and higher education to prisons to public health care” may not 
discriminate against SWDs in terms of employment opportunities and access to educational and 
other social institutions.  Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 prohibits any public 
institution that receives federal funding from discriminating based on ability level (Bowman, 
2011, p. 85).   
Unlike in the K-12 setting where Section 504 ensures Free Appropriate Public Education 
(FAPE) for all students, at the postsecondary level it requires public postsecondary institutions to 
“provide appropriate academic adjustments as necessary to ensure that it does not discriminate 
on the basis of disability” (U.S. Department of Education, 2011, para. 7) provided the 
accommodations do not substantially alter the program of study in question or cause undue 
financial hardship on the institution (Leuchovius, 2017).  According to the U.S. Office of Civil 
Rights, examples of academic adjustments, or accommodations, may include “arranging for 
priority registration; reducing a course load; substituting one course for another; providing note 
takers, recording devices, sign language interpreters, extended time for testing;…. and equipping 
school computers with screen-reading, voice recognition, or other adaptive software or 
hardware” (U.S. Department of Education, 2011, para 12). In terms of housing on campus, 
SWDs have the right to “comparable, convenient, and accessible” living quarters at the same cost 
as their peers (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).  
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In order to receive accommodations in postsecondary education, students must self-
identify or disclose their disability to the appropriate campus officials, most likely a disability 
services office.  An important distinction related to the disclosure of a disability is the difference 
between visible and nonvisible disabilities (Leake & Stodden, 2014; Leuchovius, 2017; O’Shea 
& Meyer, 2016).  Visible disabilities, such as mobility impairments that could include the use of 
a wheelchair or blindness, are apparent to others and are more likely to come to mind when the 
term disabilities is used (Leake & Stodden, 2014). Nonvisible disabilities is an umbrella term 
that includes disabilities that are primarily neurological in nature, such as psychological 
disabilities, learning disabilities, hearing impairments, and autism spectrum disorder.  Other 
types of invisible disabilities include chronic health issues such as pain, fatigue, or dizziness and 
sleep disorders (Leuchovius, 2017).  Leake and Stodden (2014) contend that fewer than 10% of 
disabilities are comprised of visible disabilities.  Invisible disabilities constitute the majority of 
documented disabilities on college campuses (O’Shea & Meyer, 2016).  The predominance of 
invisible disabilities is important for considerations of diversity on college campuses.  Because 
invisible disabilities are not apparent on campus in the same manner as a visible disability, there 
may be a faulty assumption that SWDs are rare in college (Leake and Stodden, 2014).   
Schreur and Sachs (2014) noted the factors that influence a student’s willingness to 
disclose a disability in postsecondary education.  The authors posit that disclosure of a disability 
is closely connected to “disability acceptance and also to environmental barriers, including the 
social climate created by the institution, the faculty members, and able-bodied peers” (Schreuer 
& Sachs, 2014, p. 29).   Attitudinal barriers such as an instructor’s negative perception of SWDs 
and the perceived social stigma attached to disabilities can decrease the likelihood that a student 
with invisible disabilities will self-disclose (Pingry, O’Neil, Markward, & French, 2012; Patton, 
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Renn, Guido-DiBrito, & Quaye, 2016; Yuknis & Bernstein, 2017).  Postsecondary administrators 
and faculty have a shared responsibility to foster an environment that students perceive as safe, 
secure, and welcoming and that embraces disability as another rich aspect of its campus ecology 
(Meyers, 2013).     
Disability identity theories are an emerging area of study in student development 
literature (Patton et al., 2016).  Attention must be given to the societal and economic benefits of 
recognizing disabilities as a rich component of diversity in higher education and beyond (Leake 
& Stodden, 2014).  Less minoritization, more social acceptance, and more effort to understand 
what affects the success of SWDs on college campuses can influence college completion rates 
and a sense of belonging (Leake & Stodden, 2014; Shallish, 2017).  Likewise, as previously 
noted, students with a college credential or degree will fare better in lifetime earnings.  They will 
have more opportunities for advancing economically and in terms of social mobility.   
Overview of Studies 
This collaborative study explored the lived experiences of SWDs in the higher education 
setting in Mississippi. Two specific sub-populations of SWDs, which are students with ASD and 
students who are d/Deaf and hard of hearing (DHH), were the focus of this companion approach.  
The overarching goal of both studies was to make meaning of and lend a voice to the 
postsecondary experiences of the two underrepresented sub-populations of SWDs in Mississippi.  
Through the contextualization of Labaree’s framework and person-environment fit models, our 
two critical disability studies emphasize “empowerment, agency, and social change” (Vaccaro, 
Kimball, Wells, & Ostiguy, 2015, p. 26). Postsecondary SWDs are often overlooked in 
educational research (Lux, 2016).  Consequently, this study aimed not only to contribute to the 
understanding of lived experiences, but also to contribute to the discussion of marginalization of 
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SWDs in higher education by applying a framework of democratic equality, social efficiency, 
and social mobility.  
The team members are part of the doctoral program in education (EdD) and the 
University of Mississippi (UM), a member of the Carnegie Project on the Education Doctorate 
(CPED).  Our team members are Krystal Berry and Ronda Bryan.  Over the course of the past 
three years of the program, the two of us discovered a common interest stream.  We both have a 
close relationship to SWDs and we wanted to gain a better understanding of the experiences of 
students with specific types of disabilities who attend higher education in Mississippi.  Krystal’s 
study explored the experiences of students with ASD within the Mississippi community college 
system.  Ronda’s study was designed to highlight the experiences of students who are Deaf and 
hard of hearing (DHH) with and without transfer aspirations within the Mississippi community 
college system.  The two studies aimed to not only highlight the experiences of the sub-
populations, but also to identify environmental and campus characteristics that affect their 
success and retention as students in postsecondary education.   
We adopted a qualitative research approach to explore the student experiences and we 
developed our own set of research questions.  Interview questions were developed through the 
use of Pascarella’s general causal model of student development.  Our introduction chapter 
(chapter I), literature review (chapter II), and methodology (chapter III) are shared.  We have 
both added to the literature by discussing our individual areas of study.  Through the 
development of the companion case studies, we highlighted the lived experiences that SWDs 
face as members of the post-secondary community in the state of Mississippi.  Findings were 
reviewed through the lens of the ecology model of human development where institutional 
characteristics play an important role in the experiences and retention of postsecondary students.   
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Problem Statement 
Increasing numbers of college students are reporting a disability (Yuknis & Bernstein, 
2017).  As previously mentioned, the number of students reporting a disability at degree-granting 
postsecondary institutions in the United States increased by 5%, up from 6% in 1995 to 11% in 
2014 (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). However, the number of SWDs is thought to be 
underestimated due to lack of self-disclosure by college students (O’Shea & Meyer, 2016; Patton 
et al., 2016; Yuknis & Bernstein, 2017).  Students are purportedly choosing not to disclose for 
fears of social stigma, concerns over confidentiality, and fear that faculty may hold unfavorable 
attitudes toward them (Patton et al., 2016; Yuknis & Bernstein, 2017). 
Pavan and Shore (2015) noted that “college education for individuals with disabilities is 
becoming an expected part of transitioning for many people” (p. 11).   Unfortunately, a 
“disability paradox” exists in that although more SWDs enroll in postsecondary institutions, they 
often remain invisible within institutional discourse and working practices such as school 
websites, classroom discussions, pedagogical considerations and the availability and 
implementation of accommodations (Gabel et al., 2016, p. 66; Meyers et al., 2013).  
Additionally, postsecondary institutions continue enrolling SWDs yet overlook aspects of 
intersectionality (Patton et al., 2016; Yuknis & Bernstein, 2017).  Disabilities are viewed as a 
mono-dimensional characteristic and not considered “on par with other sources of disadvantage” 
such as race or ethnicity, gender, social class, or sexual status (Liasidou, 2014, p. 123; Yuknis & 
Bernstein, 2017). Huger (2011) made the argument that SWDs are not different from other 
students - they change their majors and they are interested in other aspects of student life such as 
international studies, study abroad opportunities, and student clubs and organizations.  The 
discussion of disabilities should be an interwoven topic at the postsecondary level.  
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Underrepresentation of SWDs at the postsecondary level coupled with higher attrition rates 
causes an impetus to employ an “intersectional perspective” where “multiple sources of social 
disadvantage on the lives and educational trajectories” of SWDs will be used (Liasidou, 2014, p. 
124; Yuknis & Bernstein, 2017).   
Mississippi has a higher percentage of individuals with disabilities in comparison to the 
national average (MSPE, 2014).  While literature and research points to the benefits of inclusive 
educational environments and workplaces, the actual understanding of how SWDs in Mississippi 
experience college life are under studied and generally overlooked, not unlike their counterparts 
throughout the country (Peña, 2014).  Knowing the benefits of inclusiveness is not enough to 
change the structural and environmental issues that affect the social mobility, social efficiency, 
and democratic equality of SWDs in Mississippi.  There is a notable gap in research literature 
that highlights experiences of students with a disability at a state level.  Likewise, a major 
hindrance affecting the development of policies and practices that support the development of 
SWDs is the general absence of dedicated literature that supports student affairs professionals, 
faculty, college personnel and other practitioners (Cullen, 2014).  More research is needed to 
facilitate members of the higher education community to move beyond a basic understanding of 
the legal implications required for working with this population of students (Peña, 2014, 
Fleming, Oertle, Plotner, & Hakun, 2017).  A richer appreciation of the social and environmental 
factors that affect SWDs on college campuses should be a goal for all institutions that aim to 
improve student retention and encourage academic success (Fleming et al., 2017).  
Research related to postsecondary experiences of the two sub-populations of minoritized 
students in Mississippi is noticeably missing from scholarly bodies of research; students with an 
autism spectrum disorder and students who are DHH are overlooked at the micro level.  Finally, 
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a significant body of research related to SWDs has focused on aspects of accommodations, 
access, and student support services.  Unlike the numerous studies on experiences of racial or 
ethnic marginalization, which focus on issues of “academic and social supports, identity centers, 
scholarships, and alumni events,” the literature focusing on the social and environmental 
structures and barriers that influence academic success for SWDs is limited (Fleming et al., 
2017; Leake & Stodden, 2014; Shallish, 2017, p. 21).  As Lux (2016) posited, “without a 
generalizable understanding of how [SWDs] experience and construct meaning from various 
environmental contexts” (p. 7) the problem of practice is perpetuated. Patton et al. (2016) argue 
that “being alert to the ways that campus policy, architecture, organization, and people create 
barriers for students with different abilities is another important role for student affairs 
educators” (p. 241).   
These studies explored students with two specific invisible disabilities from a social and 
environmental context, therefore, adding to the existing literature used for making decisions that 
affect policies and procedures and influence student development and academic success.  The 
studies addressed the problem of practice that postsecondary institutions in Mississippi will 
continue to enroll students with invisible disabilities without a generalizable understanding of 
how the two populations experience and make meaning of their educational environments (Lux, 
2016).  Additionally, the studies addressed the problem of practice of postsecondary institutions 
continuing to focus primarily on accommodations and access issues without focusing on issues 
of social integration, a sense of belonging, self-advocacy and environmental barriers (Shallish, 
2017).    
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Purpose of Studies 
Both studies in this companion study explored the experiences of students from sub-
populations of minoritized students in postsecondary institutions in Mississippi.  The overarching 
purpose was to give a voice to the experiences of students with an autism spectrum disorder and 
those who are DHH.  By exploring the lived experiences of students among these sub-
populations, the companion studies contribute to existing literature on SWDs and, more 
specifically, on students within the two sub-populations in the state of Mississippi.  The studies 
aimed to highlight the significance of campus ecology and environments on student development 
and success.  To this effect, our findings contribute to research surrounding campus climate for 
“new - or newly recognized - populations” and subsequently to our commitment to social justice, 
equity, and fairness (Renn & Patton, 2011, p. 253).   
From our collective work, we aim to influence post-secondary institutions in Mississippi 
to consider the policies, procedures, environments, and approaches toward students with not only 
the specific sub-set of disabilities we have explored, but all SWDs on Mississippi campuses.  
Specifically, the applications of the findings are meant to move beyond the scope of Section 504 
and the legal requirements for providing accommodation.  A significant amount of research on 
the influence of social and environmental factors on retention and academic success exists; 
however, for SWDs in higher education, the emphasis has mostly surrounded “accommodations, 
access, and support services with little attention paid to the social aspect[s]”of college life  
(Fleming, Oertle, Plotner, & Hakun, 2017; Shallish, 2017). With greater awareness of the 
specific findings ascertained through the research, institutions can develop more intentional, 
considerate, and robust approaches within the college environment that encourage social and 
academic integration, sense of belonging, inclusion in campus life, and student success.  
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Additionally, the findings of the two studies can be used as a foundation for further 
exploration of other minoritized populations that exist on community college campuses in 
Mississippi.  Through the lens of the ecology model of human development, post-secondary 
institutions can glean more about how students experience campus life and what ecological 
niches support student success (Renn & Patton, 2011).   Finally, by utilizing Pascarella's general 
causal model of student development as a guide for the interview protocol, the studies 
contributed to an otherwise limited application of the model for studying SWDs.    
Practitioner Perspective 
Krystal.  As the parent of a child on the autism spectrum, I am exceedingly interested in 
the experiences of individuals with an autism spectrum disorder.  The challenges faced by my 
son, and others with ASD, are complex and stressful.  Social communication deficits, narrow 
interests, and challenges navigating the “noisy” world around us characterize the daily lives of 
our family and many others.  Despite the challenges inherent in ASD, the minds of those who are 
neuro-diverse should be embraced, nurtured, and understood.  Like any parent, I want the most 
productive and joyful life for my child.  That entails understanding ASD, knowing rights as they 
are set out under IDEA, and advocating for the services and supports that that will ensure my 
son, as well as other children like him, will have the same chances as neuro-typical children.      
As a higher education practitioner and former college instructor, I recognize the 
challenges that confront individuals with ASD in a postsecondary setting.  My research interest 
has always rested with postsecondary education and the success of students.  After my son’s 
diagnosis in 2013, I began to research more about ASD in higher education and found that most 
of the available literature focused on K-12 education or accommodation requirements set by law.  
The extant literature was not extremely helpful for understanding what experiences my son and 
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others with ASD might face in the future as potential postsecondary education students.  
Therefore, I started a journey to learn more about students with ASD in higher education. My 
passion and interests have led me to speak at faculty forums, ADA conferences, and parent 
support groups.  Regardless of the event or the audience, each of my presentations have been met 
by an underlying question – what can be done to help students with ASD succeed and graduate?  
This study aimed to identify and provide answers to that question.   
It has become my personal mission to influence institutions to look beyond the legal 
requirements of providing accommodations, and instead look at factors such as social 
integration, self-advocacy awareness, and sense of belonging that are so often overlooked for 
individuals with autism spectrum disorders.  These issues are especially significant for this 
population of students since ASD is often defined as a neurological disorder that affects social 
communication.  By better understanding the experiences students who have gone through 
postsecondary education prior to my son, I can better contribute to his future and to the lives of 
the many students with ASD in the state of Mississippi.  As a practitioner, I can share the 
findings and recommendations of this study with community colleges throughout the state of 
Mississippi in an effort to enhance existing institutional efforts that support students with ASD in 
the college environment.  As a scholar, I can continue to build on this study’s findings by 
expanding the understanding of DSS personnel, faculty, college administrators, and parents of 
children with disabilities.   
Ronda.  As the former Deaf Services Coordinator and current American Sign Language 
instructor at the University of Mississippi, I recognize the potential service opportunities my 
current ASL students and I have and the many ways we can meet the needs of our students and 
community members who are DHH.   Legally mandated accommodations were not the focus of 
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this study.  My intent was to shed light on the experience based strategies students who are DHH 
have developed which have supported their academic success, as well as, the barriers that 
threatened that success.  Many years of experience in this field has afforded me the knowledge of 
the many difficulties students who are DHH face, and the most challenging by far is 
communication. Seigel (2008) provided a powerful statement that guides my work:  
To communicate completely and freely is to be included in the decision-making process 
of our democracy, to be a member of the commonwealth. There is not a hearing child in 
this nation who must think, even for a second, that each day and year she goes to school, 
she must secure anew her right and need to communicate. Deaf and hard-of-hearing 
children are entitled to the same happy ignorance (p. 257). 
Kluwin, Stinson, and Colarossi (2002) examined the socialization process of students 
who are DHH and determined that, in public mainstream settings, students who are DHH, 
because of language barriers, do not enjoy the same social interactions that lead to a sense of 
belonging and positive self-esteem that their hearing peers experience.   Gallaudet University, 
the National Technical Institute for the Deaf, and Southwest Collegiate Institute for the Deaf are 
the three largest postsecondary institutions founded with the unique needs of the DHH 
population in mind (Leigh, Andrews, & Harris, 2015; Marschark, Lampropoulou, & Skordilis, 
2016).  At these institutions students who are DHH associate with DHH peers, are taught by 
DHH instructors, and witness decision making by DHH administrators, however, the 
overwhelming majority of students who are DHH attend public mainstream institutions (Leigh et 
al., 2015).   I teach under The School of Applied Sciences Communication Sciences and 
Disorders (CSD) department and they are interested in program development that would support 
not only our DHH student population but also the local and state populations.  Findings from this 
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study will inform their efforts.  Because I am a certified American Sign Language interpreter, I 
was able to interview my research participants without the need of an interpreter.  If an 
interpreter were needed, he or she would more than likely know and work with the participant, 
which could impact the candidness of their responses.  
Experiences of students with ASD in the Mississippi community college system.  The 
main purpose of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of how students with ASD 
experience the community college setting in Mississippi.  Students with ASD more frequently 
attend community colleges than four-year institutions (Roux, et al, 2015), thus creating the 
potential for an influx of students with ASD in community college systems.  The analysis of the 
combined lived experiences of research participants with ASD helped identify student-related, 
structural and organizational, and environmental themes that affect academic success at the 
community college level.  Because research suggests that students with ASD are less likely to 
complete post-secondary education than their neuro-typical peers, it is important to look more 
closely at ways to prevent student attrition.  The primary goal of the study was to contribute to 
the literature that addresses lived experiences of students with ASD in higher education, 
specifically in the Mississippi community college system.  The study also aimed to provide 
recommendations, which can be applied to the environmental and social structures in a 
community college environment and can subsequently support academic success for students 
with ASD.  Data was collected through semi-structured interviews and was analyzed and 
organized into primary themes.  The study was guided by three research questions:  
1. What are the experiences of students with ASD within the community college system 
in Mississippi?  
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2. How do the experiences affect the students’ perceptions of a successful degree 
completion?  
3. What do students with ASD believe can be done within their college to support their 
educational endeavors?    
Experiences of students who are DHH in the Mississippi community college system.  
The purpose of this study is to highlight the experiences of students who are DHH in the 
Mississippi community colleges system in hopes of providing higher education administration 
insight on how to best serve this population toward degree attainment, as well as, encourage their 
potential transfer aspirations.  The majority of students who are DHH attend community 
colleges, due in large part, to their open enrollment and vocational emphasis (Erickson, Lee, 
Schrader, 2016).  Currently, 90% of community colleges nationwide serve DHH students; 
however, completion remains problematic (Raue & Lewis, 2011).  Attrition is a well-
documented problem that is primarily credited to many pre-entry academic and communication 
issues.  This study intends to explore DHH students’ perspectives of how they are successfully 
navigating the postsecondary environment, what barriers threaten their success, and what they 
believe could be done to facilitate completion and support potential transfer aspirations.  The 
results from this study will add to the scarce literature currently found on DHH students’ 
assessments of their postsecondary experiences, specifically in the Mississippi community 
college system.  Three research questions will guide this study: 
1. What are the experiences of students who are DHH within the community college 
system in Mississippi? 
2. How do the experiences affect the students’ perceptions of a successful degree 
completion? 
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3. What do students who are DHH believe can be done within their college and in four 
year public universities to support their educational endeavors.  
Conceptual Framework 
Phenomenological inquiry methods influenced the approach to the study and were used 
for gaining a richer understanding of the lived experiences of both sub-populations of students.  
Pascarella’s general causal model of student development provided a framework for 
understanding environments and student development in college and it served as the guide for 
the interview protocol for the two sub-populations of the studies.  As a model, it is less restrictive 
and allows for exploration of both internal and external factors that affect students’ college 
experiences.  The model is typically described as belonging to the person-environment category 
of student development theories.  These studies will examine the results from the data collection 
by applying the person-environment approach of the ecology model of human development, 
which “can be considered integrative in the ways that [it] account[s] for multifaceted contexts for 
the development of the whole person (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patten, & Renn, 2010, p. 159).  
Bronfenbrenner’s human development ecology model will be utilized as a lens through which 
this study examines the lived experiences of the three populations of the studies in general.  A 
more detailed explanation of both frameworks is outlined in Chapter II.  Both models belong to 
the person-environment family and guide the research in two ways: interview question 
development and discussion of findings as they primarily relate to external factors of higher 
education.    
Definitions 
Academic success: For this study, academic success means retention (persistence) from 
one semester to the next, academic attainment where students satisfactorily progress throughout 
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their studies from one course to another, and student achievement (completion) where students 
proceed to the next level of their program of study or to college graduation (Cuseo, n.d.).  
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD):  The Center for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) defines ASD as a “developmental disability  that can cause significant social, 
communication and behavioral challenges...people with ASD may communicate, interact, 
behave, and learn in ways that are different from most other people” (CDC, 2016, para. 1). 
Comorbidity: First defined in 1970, comorbidity is the “co-occurrence of two or more 
disorders in the same individual at the same point in time” (Science Direct, 2018). 
deaf:  According to the National Association of the Deaf (NAD, n.d.) is defined as, the 
audiological condition of not hearing.   Lowercase “d” deaf people do not identify as members of 
the Deaf community.  
Deaf:  According to the NAD (n.d.) is defined as a group of people who share a language 
(American Sign Language) and culture.   Capital “D” deaf denotes membership in the Deaf 
community.  
Disability: (1) Defined by the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) as “physical or 
mental impairment; or being regarded as having such an impairment regardless of whether the 
individual actually has the impairment” (ADA National Network, n.d.). (2) Defined by Meyers 
(2013) as “a social construct” that affects the “the full lived experience in terms of functional 
limitation and the social, cultural, and political consequences” (p. 6).  (3) The World Health 
Organization (WHO) (2011) refers to disability as “the negative aspects of interaction between 
individuals with a health condition (such as cerebral palsy, Down syndrome, depression) and 
personal and environmental factors (such as negative attitudes, inaccessible transportation and 
public buildings, and limited social supports) (p. 7). 
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Hard of Hearing:  According to the NAD (n.d.) is defined as a person with a mild to 
moderate hearing loss that may or may not identify as members of the Deaf community. 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA): According to the U.S. Department of 
Education, Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP), IDEA is a “law that makes available a 
free appropriate public education (FAPE) to eligible children with disabilities throughout the 
nation and ensures special education and related services to those children” (U.S. Department of 
Education, n.d.) 
Minoritization: refers to the process of student minoritization and an understanding that 
minority status is a social construct and is dependent on societal contexts (Stewart, 2013).     
The Americans with Disabilities Act: Commonly referred to as the ADA.  A civil rights 
law that prohibits discrimination and “gives civil rights protections to individuals with 
disabilities that are like those provided to individuals on the basis of race, sex, national origin, 
and religion. It guarantees equal opportunity for individuals with disabilities in employment, 
public accommodations, transportation, State and local government services, and 
telecommunications” (United States Department of Education, 2017). 
Chapter Summary 
 Chapter I explored the prevalence of SWDs in postsecondary institutions in the United 
States.  The chapter also highlighted the need for a better understanding of two sub-populations 
of SWDs.  The chapter provided an overall problem statement that applies to the two companion 
studies.  Both studies were more clearly defined in the purpose of studies section.  The 
conceptual framework highlighted the influence of phenomenological inquiry methods, which 
both studies used for gaining a better understanding of the sub-populations.  Finally, a robust list 
of definitions were provided to assist the reader.  Chapter II provides an extensive literature 
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review that explored disabilities in postsecondary education through various frameworks.  The 
chapter highlights both sub-populations of the companion dissertations.  Chapter III provides the 
reader with a more detailed explanation of the research framework used by both studies.  Chapter 
VI explores the independent research findings related to the experiences of students who are 
DHH in Mississippi community colleges.  Chapter V sheds additional light on the findings 
provided in Chapter VI and it offers implications for practice and research that will support DHH 
students community colleges.   
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CHAPTER II 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Authors:  Ronda Bryan & Krystal Berry 
The following chapter examines relevant literature related to SWDs in higher education.  
The chapter begins by reviewing differing perspectives of disability, where the medical model of 
disabilities is compared with the social model of disabilities. The discussion then moves to an 
explication of David Labaree’s (1997) three educational goals as a means to gain better 
understanding of higher education’s role as a private or public good for SWDs.  The chapter then 
turns to a detailed description of two relevant person-environment interaction models and their 
application to the study of SWDs in higher education.  From the person-environment models, a 
more refined discussion of social and environmental influences that affect SWDs is provided.  
Finally, the chapter highlights relevant literature related to the two sub-populations of study: 
students with ASD and students who are DHH.  
Disability Theoretical Frameworks 
Multiple theoretical perspectives on disability exist.  By utilizing models of disabilities, it 
is possible to organize a platform from which to understand disabilities, people with disabilities, 
and approaches for developing strategies that may benefit individuals with disabilities (Michigan 
Disability Rights Coalition, n.d.). Two widely used models used in “higher education practice 
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and scholarship” are the medical and social construction models (Kimball, Vaccaro, & Vargas, 
2016, p. 176; Brabazon, 2015). In addition to the aforementioned models, additional perspectives 
on disabilities have brought about models such as: the expert/professional; rights-based; 
tragedy/charity; religious/moral; economic; customer/empowering; and rehabilitation.  Each of 
the models are loosely connected to or offshoots of the medical or social models (Michigan 
Disability Rights Coalition, n.d.).  
In the medical model, disabilities are labelled and managed as a means to help 
individuals participate in society.  The medical model “problematizes the individual” and 
increases the likelihood that individuals with disabilities will be stigmatized in society and 
“devalued within diversity efforts” within postsecondary institutions (Kimball et al, 2016, p. 176; 
Brabazon, 2015; Gabel, Reid, Pearson, Ruiz, & Hume-Dawson, 2016; Shallish, 2017). In social 
identity development - the process where individuals become more aware of their social identity 
such as race, gender, ethnicity, religion, ability, etc. and how those identities affect their 
interactions with others - the exploration of historical and continued treatment and attitudes that 
others have towards individuals with disabilities is made through the concept of ability privilege 
(Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010, pp.228-229, p. 242). Ability privilege is another 
external factor that puts SWDs at a disadvantage. Specific use of language (e.g. indicating 
someone with a disability is less than normal), terminology (e.g. “learning disabled, hearing 
impaired, brain injured, handicapped, afflicted, wheelchair bound”) and assumptions of 
normative ways of doing (e.g. moving about, speaking, learning, etc.) serves as an oppression to 
those with disabilities (Evans, et.al. 2010, p. 242-243). The use of the medical model, where the 
labelling of disability is considered to be in itself a disabling factor, is discouraged.    
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The social model of disability views disabilities as a social construction (Kimball et al, 
2016). Rooted in the civil rights movement, the social model of disability focuses on the 
oppressive nature of social structures and terminology used in the medical model. Important in 
the social model is the emphasis on individual impairments and the disabling factor of social 
structures such as buildings (Brabazon, 2015); the model is concerned with “structural features 
that construct inclusion and exclusion and constitute disability as a stigmatized difference” 
(Gabel et. al, 2016).  Research using a “disability interpretive lens” (Creswell, 2013 p. 34) uses 
the social model of disability, where individuals are viewed on a continuum of impairments 
rather than labelled disabled or not disabled, is a major concern for the "minoritarian struggle” 
for rights and the subsequent restructuring of educational environments. (Brabazon, 2015, p. 29; 
Matthews, 2009, p. 231).  Such efforts to reduce the stigmatization of disabilities through 
language have been referred to as “person first” language (Degeneffe and Terciano, 2011, p. 
163).  For understanding the largest minority in existence (MSPE, 2014), the social model is an 
effective tool for “manag[ing] impairments” in educational institutions and workplaces 
(Brabazon, 2015, p. 29).  Understanding the environment and its effects on individuals with 
disabilities is more easily measurable and observed and can be viewed in the social model.   
Arising from the social model of disability, “inclusion is the antidote to the long-standing 
marginali[z]ation and disparagement” of individuals with disabilities (Liasidou, 2014, p. 122) 
who are often confronted by systemic inequities (Meyers, Jenkins Lindburg, & Nied 2013). Such 
inequities often flow into higher education institutions, where “social stratification negatively 
impacts” individuals with disabilities (Meyers et al., 2013, p. 103). The Association of Higher 
Education and Disability (AHEAD) utilizes an inclusive definition of diversity, which 
encompasses “ways of thinking, being, and doing that can be associated with physical, cognitive, 
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emotional, or sensory differences, all of which can influence world-views, communication styles, 
and social relationships” (Gabel et al., 2016, p. 66).  The type of model adopted may then have a 
more significant impact on the approach to diversity, the policies, and the strategies that affect 
individuals with disabilities.   
As Brabazon (2015) noted, there are too few men and women with impairments as 
students and faculty at the collegiate level.  Therefore, there is no “power bloc or agitating 
community lobbying for change…managerial blind spots are perpetuated” (p. 25).  The 
underrepresentation of students or faculty members leaves the disability community at a major 
disadvantage unless postsecondary institutions move beyond the recognition of disabilities as a 
description of individual deficiencies where the agenda is focused on “assimilationist practices” 
(Liasidou, 2014, p. 124).  Rather, the higher education agenda should view disability as a social 
justice and equity issue (Liasidou, 2014) where stigma surrounding disabilities will be 
challenged and where a new counter narrative will emerge (Meyers, 2010).   
David Labaree (1997) introduced a framework that explores education as private and 
public good.  For the research team, Labaree’s work illuminated critical areas of ethics, equity 
and social justice by detailing three educational goals of democratic equality, social mobility, 
and social efficacy.  When applied to disabilities, the framework allowed for a more robust 
exploration of the multiple forms of social disadvantage that confront individuals with 
disabilities (Liasidou, 2014).  The framework also allows for the discussion of disabilities to be 
moved beyond the focus of higher education as a public good (i.e. focus on accommodations per 
the law) to that of a private good for individuals with disabilities (i.e. economic and social 
mobility).  As such, the framework is a useful foundation for exploring the approach to SWDs in 
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higher education beyond a singular focus to one that encompasses a multi-faceted viewpoint 
(Labaree, 1997; Shallish, 2017). 
Social Justice and Equity Framework  
  A review of David Labaree’s (1997) three educational goals provides insight for the 
development of social justice strategies or initiatives that would encourage access, inclusiveness, 
belonging, and stronger sense of success for students and faculty with impairments (Brabazon, 
2015; Labaree, 1997).  In this framework, particular emphasis is placed on democratic equality, 
social efficiency and social mobility.  Disability services offices (DSO) are no longer the only 
entity on campuses that should support measures to support SWDs.  Rather, “disability work 
should be the responsibility of all units on campus” in order to better confront issues surrounding 
academic and social integration of SWDs (Huger, 2011, p. 3).  To serve efforts of rethinking a 
campus culture and to highlight the multifaceted purposes of higher education for SWDs, a 
review of the three educational goals have been described.    
Democratic equality. Labaree (1997) defined three goals for American higher education.  
Of those competing goals, democratic equality is the first lens.  Democratic equality concerns 
institutional approach to creating good citizens.  According to Labaree (1997),  
a democratic society cannot persist unless it prepares all of its young with equal care to 
take on the full responsibilities of citizenship in a competent manner...in the democratic 
political arena, we are all considered equal (according to the rule of one person, one 
vote), but this political equality can be undermined if the social inequality of citizens 
grows too great (p. 42). 
Educational rhetoric was strongly based on the idea of democratic equality.  The 
underlying themes of promoting citizenship, equal treatment and equal access are still prominent 
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interests today.  As such, the three themes of democratic equality and their connection to 
students with invisible disabilities are of interest and importance.  As Terzi (2007) stated, “being 
educated responds to some essential basic needs of human beings, which, if unmet, cause 
substantial harm.  But being educated is also foundational to other capabilities as well as future 
ones, thus expanding individuals’ freedoms” (p. 759). 
Specific legislations across the international community are in place to ensure equal 
rights and opportunities for SWDs (Schreuer & Sachs, 2014, p. 27).  In the United States, the 
Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act of 2008 redirects the focus away from the 
student’s need to prove his or her disability and instead directs the focus to the responsibilities of 
the educational systems to make the necessary accommodations and ensure equal access to all 
educational opportunities (Allies for Inclusion, 2013a; Wright & Wright, 2016).  A call to 
develop proactive provisions that encourage participation in education and social life while not 
needing to disclose disability is a focus of accommodation practices.  Utilizing universal design 
for the development of assessment, instruction, services, technology, and physically accessible 
spaces is crucial for achieving an atmosphere that promotes equality, a stronger sense of 
belonging, a sense of safety, and a more level-playing field for all students (Schreuer & Sachs, 
2014, p. 28; Vaccaro, Daly-Cano, Newman, 2015, p. 671).  Article 24 of the United Nations 
Convention of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006, art 24) articulates 
that inclusive education should be provided for all students at every stage of his or her 
educational endeavor.  As such, those involved with the teaching, guidance, policy making, and 
administration of institutions should be trained to identify and to better understand universal 
education principles (Allies for Inclusion, 2013b, p. 108; Orr & Hammig, 2009). 
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Universal education, often known as universal design, is a concept that was first 
introduced in the field of architecture in the 1980s by Ronald Mace.  It was primarily introduced 
to focus on creating architectural design that would support the needs of and eliminate the 
barriers for people with physical disabilities. Mace subsequently found that such modifications 
benefited all users, not just those with disabilities.  It was during the late 1990s when universal 
design was introduced to higher education (Orr & Hammig, 2009, p. 182; Zeff, 2007, p. 27).   
Zeff (2007) revealed that the development of Universal Design for Learning (UDL), also referred 
to as UD, was a response to the “expansion of the 1975 Education for Handicapped Children Act 
(now the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act)”, which guarantees the right to a free and 
accessible public education. (p. 29).  The main three tenets of UDL, derived from Mace’s 
original idea of universal design, are: (a) multiple means of representation, (b) multiple means of 
expression, and (c) multiple means of engagement, which are aspects of citizenship (Zeff, 2007, 
p. 30).  These principles are important for the democratic equality goal of higher education in 
that “a universally designed teaching and learning environment is inherently more inclusive and 
likely to meet the needs of a more diverse clientele” (Orr & Hammig, 2009, p. 183).   
It would seem intuitive for higher education institutions to pay more attention to such 
design principles in order to create a more inclusive and accessible environment where a sense of 
belonging is promoted and where students feel that fewer barriers exist to their educational 
pursuits.  Additionally, the need to disclose certain disabilities, particularly invisible disabilities, 
would be lessened in environments that utilize the universal design approach.  Disclosure of a 
disability has implications to a student’s exposure to stigmas and biases surrounding their 
specific disability and to their own feelings of independence (Brabazon, 2015).    
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SWDs may choose not to disclose and, therefore, accommodations and supports may not 
be made available (Neely & Hunter, 2014). When higher education institutions adopt a culture of 
universal design they create an atmosphere of disability acceptance, which can encourage the 
disclosure of disabilities (Schreuer & Sachs, 2013).  At the same time, students who choose not 
to disclose will likely not be as affected when a university focuses on UD in its classrooms and 
other institutional practices.  As Brabazon (2015) noted, “…universal design is a mode of meta-
empowerment so that students (and citizens more generally) do not have to ‘declare’ a disability 
to receive an equitable and high quality learning environment” (p. 33).   
Liasidou (2014) discussed the need to foster UD and other inclusive pedagogies in higher 
education.  The author posited that “enhancing accessibility for all is primarily a social justice 
issue” and the development of UD curriculum and methodologies should be guided by the idea 
of “destabilizing power inequities” (p. 128).  Liasidou (2014) also explained that:  
…professional development for social justice and inclusion on the grounds of disability 
should constitute an integral aspect of attempts to enhance accessibility in higher 
education.  That said, it is imperative to enhance staff members’ as well as non-disabled 
students’ understanding of the complex nature of disability experience and the needs of 
disabled individuals to create positive attitudes and to enhance disability awareness in 
terms of disabled people’s rights and entitlements as they are stipulated in international 
laws and conventions (p. 130).  
Higher education practitioners should be mindful of the changing postsecondary 
landscape and the growing participation of individuals with visible and invisible disabilities.  
Nondiscriminatory practices, appropriate accommodations, instructional design, and transition 
assistance are imperative.  The key to ensuring student success is to develop and promote 
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collaboration across all areas of the university (Korbel, et al, 2011).  Disability should be viewed 
as another form of diversity and should be treated as such in order for democratic equality to 
become realized.  Leake and Stodden (2014) supported the consideration of disability as a 
component of diversity in postsecondary institutions.  Reasons to support the consideration are 
(a) students with invisible disabilities are not seen as being impaired and, therefore, leave the 
impression that having an impairment is rare on campuses, and (b) the stigma surrounding 
disabilities is likely to prevent self-disclosure, which affects the availability of peer support, 
survey estimates of the number SWDs, and the obtainment of supports and accommodations 
required for college success (p. 400).  
Social efficiency. Social efficiency is a goal where higher education is perceived as a 
public good from the viewpoint of the employer and taxpayer.  In terms of educational goals, 
social efficiency concerns each citizen’s ability to contribute to the economy (Labaree, 1997, p. 
42).  From this goal, education is seen as not only expanding on the capabilities of an individual 
(Terzi, 2007, p. 460), it is seen as preparing students to fulfill a need in the market that will 
create benefits to the economy by fulfilling a need, paying taxes at each governmental level and 
by spending money to drive the economy.  This goal has influenced the educational system by 
focusing on vocationalism and educational stratification (Labaree, 1997, p. 46).  
Extant literature on the use of higher education to help prepare students with invisible 
disabilities for the workforce is limited.  Much of the literature focuses on the employer 
perceptions of hiring individuals with disabilities and the subsequent accommodations that may 
be needed.  Also, despite the legal mandates set in place to avoid discrimination against workers 
with disabilities, the employment outcomes for SWDs are still weak; in comparison to their non-
disabled counterparts, SWDs are  “unemployed, underemployed, have frequent job changes, and 
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do not enjoy the same quality of life” (Webb, Repetto, Seabrooks-Blackmore, & Patterson, 2014, 
p. 231).  Holwerd, Brower, Boer, Groothoff, & van der Klink (2014) revealed that being 
employed is a key indicator of societal success but SWDs struggle to find continuous 
employment.   
Numerous employer concerns persist regarding the hiring of people with disabilities. 
Employers seem to be more concerned about hiring individuals with invisible disabilities, for 
example mental and emotional conditions, than physical disabilities.  A perception that 
employees with disabilities will result in lower productivity, higher absenteeism, lack of 
necessary skills, or the need for greater supervision versus their non-disabled counterparts is 
another major concern of employers.  Employers also seem to be unaware of how to find 
qualified employees with disabilities, for example through agencies, etc.  Another concern is a 
lack of awareness for introducing accommodations to support the needs of SWDs and lack of 
understanding of the obligations of the Americans with Disabilities Act.  Concern surrounding 
the required cost of insurance coverage and a lack of familiarity with working with individuals 
with disabilities are additional uncertainties that cause significant barriers (Henry, Petkauskos, 
Stanislawzyk, & Vogt, 2014). 
In order to reduce the disparity among the continuum of impaired labor market 
participants, employers must perceive benefits of hiring an inclusive and diverse workforce 
(Henry, Petkauskos, Stanislawzyk, & Vogt, 2014, pp.238-239; Brabazon, 2015).  Research 
suggests positive benefits for companies that make a firm practice of hiring a diverse workforce 
that includes people with disabilities.  According to Hartnett, Stuart, Thurman, Loy, and Batiste  
(2011),  “benefits derived by employers include the ability to retain quality employees, increased 
company profitability, and an avoidance of costs associated with hiring and training a new 
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employee” plus an improved organizational culture that fosters “a sense among all employees 
that employers recognize both the value of the individual worker as a human being, and the 
inherent social benefits of creating and sustaining an inclusive workplace” (p. 17).   
From an educational standpoint, the question to be considered is, how does a 
postsecondary institution (two- or four–year level) promote the hiring of SWDs as a means to 
developing the local economy and benefitting the public good?  Henry et al. (2014)  suggested 
that “vocational rehabilitation (VR) and other disability employment service providers need to 
develop effective business partnerships to help employers recognize the contributions that people 
with disabilities can make to the workplace” (p. 238).  The same charge could be placed upon 
educational institutions - to develop strong relationships with businesses and encourage the 
hiring of SWDs.  Additionally, postsecondary institutions must explicitly prepare students with 
invisible disabilities, particularly ASD, for the nuanced world of work.  Preparation for resume 
writing, job interview etiquette, and post-hiring issues such as dress codes, lunch break duration, 
placement of personal items and other workforce transitions that are anxiety inducing should be 
considered a major role by postsecondary institutions since they are ultimately preparing students 
for employment (VanBergeiijk, Klin, & Volkmar, 2008, p. 1367). 
In community college systems, Career and Technical Education (CTE) programs are 
largely focused on training students to be prepared for the needs and wants of the industry.  CTE 
programs have long been considered a valuable route for secondary SWDs.   CTE at the 
postsecondary level is equally important.  Students with disabilities who complete CTE 
programs are twice more likely to find gainful employment.  The pathway to employment 
opportunities and a more satisfying adult life can be developed by “learning the tools needed of a 
particular profession” (Grindal, Dougherty, & Hehir, 2013, para. 8).  Educational institutions 
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should also consider how to develop training for local industries that would shed light on 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) obligations, uncertainties involved when hiring 
employees with disabilities, and creating greater networks of job shadowing, mentorships and 
work experiences.  Exposure to the diverse population would seem to alleviate concerns that 
were previously mentioned.  As such, educational goals of achieving social efficiency could 
become a reality for all students.   
Social mobility. Unlike the goal of preparing students for the economy and public 
agenda, social mobility is the educational goal that focuses resources on the private good of 
individual students. The focus is on creating a competitive advantage for the student rather than 
for the social system in which they will work.  Labaree described the goal as a bottom up 
approach as opposed to the top to bottom approach with the social efficiency goal (Labaree, 
1997, p. 50).  
A release from the United States Department of Labor’s (DOL) Bureau of Labor 
Statistics revealed that the employment-population ratio for individuals with impairments was 
17.1% in 2014; the DOL report did not identify the different types of disabilities, rather all 
disabilities were combined for the data on employment.  At all academic achievement levels, 
persons with disabilities were more likely to be unemployed or employed only part-time.  
Workers with disabilities were more likely than their peers with no disability to work in 
“transportation and material moving occupations; they were less likely to work in management, 
professional, and related occupations” (United States Department of Labor, 2015, para. 5-9). In 
comparison to workers with no disability, individuals with disabilities participated in the labor 
force as self-employed in larger proportions (United States Department of Labor, 2015).  
Through Attwood’s (2015) research, it has been found that essentially no career is unobtainable 
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but some career paths are more suited, as is the case with all individuals with or without 
impairments.  However, it is possible to discern from the DOL (2015) report and from Attwood’s 
(2015) suggestions that postsecondary degrees or vocational training are important for workforce 
participants with disabilities.   
In much of the same manner that social efficiency goals could prompt strong 
relationships with employers so that SWDs could more likely find employment, encouraging 
SWDs for professions could encourage social mobility.  The educational goal of social mobility 
may be more considerate of a student’s ability to climb the proverbial social hierarchy in contrast 
to the social efficiency goal of developing students to fill a need in the workforce and contribute 
to society through increased spending capabilities and taxes paid.  Students who find gainful 
employment may minimize the feelings of social exclusion that tends to surround students with 
impairments (Skellern & Astbury, 2012, p. 60).  Research by Berry and Domene (2015) 
identified difficulties finding access to employment for SWDs.  Limited opportunities for 
internships, summer employment, off-campus employment experiences, limited transition 
support services, vocation prep supports, and job coaches hinder a student’s ability to find 
employment and, prospectively, social inclusion (Berry & Domene, 2015).  
For students who may be otherwise socially excluded, upward mobility can be 
encouraged through the use of accommodations that support the student’s possibility for 
learning.  Therefore, bringing about an atmosphere that allows students to learn could result in a 
better life prospect and a hierarchy within the subgroup of disabilities.  Social proximity to 
SWDs decreases the negative stereotypes that exist.  When universities offer access to students, 
which seem more of a democratic equality goal, they in turn encourage a model of social 
mobility whereby students are able to participate in an otherwise exclusive model of higher 
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education.  Lack of contact between SWDs and those without disabilities serves to encourage the 
development of negative stereotypes, perception, attitudes, and knowledge of how to work with 
disabled individuals.  Such a lack of proximity and social closeness does not promote social 
mobility (Shannon, Schoen, & Tansey, 2009).  Through collaborative and creative efforts among 
students, parents, educational staff, adult service agencies vocational/technical institutions, adult 
education, rehabilitation and independent living centers, and employers, employment rates of 
SWDs could be increased, thus contributing to the “empowerment and inclusion” of those 
students (Skellern & Astbury, 2012, p. 66; Council for Exceptional Children, 1997).   
In addition to employment and social inclusion into parts of society, an educational goal 
for social mobility for SWDs should also be viewed as expansive learning where opportunities 
are created to encourage a “full and evocative life” that focuses equally on “social and sexual 
relationships, a family life and leisure” (Attwood, 2015, p. 306; Brabazon, 2015, p. 44), not 
historically a part of our view.  Such a perspective allows for a more encompassing approach and 
application of postsecondary educational goals including the services provided to assist SWDs.    
Institutions that adopt a democratic equality educational goal are perceived to provide the 
most conducive environment for success for students with invisible disabilities.  Due to the 
inclusive and accessible nature of the democratic equality goal, social mobility for students with 
invisible disabilities is also likely to be enhanced.  Institutions that adopt a social efficiency 
educational goal could create opportunities for personal growth and for a quality adult life.  
Inclusion by means of accommodations, openness, understanding, and UD would need to be 
incorporated at an institutional level for programs to succeed in educating a workforce that 
would suit the needs and expectations of their local and regional workforce. 
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Having explored Labaree’s framework and expounded on the critical need to create more 
equitable, inclusive, ethical, and socially-just post-secondary environments, a review of student 
development perspectives for students, with particular emphasis on SWDs, is reviewed.   
Person-Environment Interaction Models and College Students with Disabilities    
Student development theories came to prominence during the 1960s.  Understanding 
student development and growth is critical for efforts to enhance student satisfaction and 
belonging, which may encourage retention and graduation. Numerous student development and 
college impact theories serve as the bedrock from which student affairs personnel and other 
higher education participants view student development.  The major categories are: psycho-
social; psychosocial/social identity; cognitive; typological; person-environment; integrative; 
college impact; and adult learning.  Each category emphasizes a different perspective or 
approach on identity development, engagement, and growth.  Historically, these theories and 
models have been predominantly focused on Caucasian students (Long, 2012; Evans et al., 
2010).   
Within the last twenty years, researchers have studied historically underrepresented 
groups such as African Americans, women, multiracial, American Indian, Latino, Asian 
American, gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender, and non-traditional student groups (Evans et 
al, 2010).  However, limited studies have expounded on student development or college impact 
models and theories for SWDs in postsecondary education (Gobbo, 2003; Shallish, 2017).  
Likewise, through a critical content analysis of articles on SWDs published between the years of 
1990 to 2010, Peña (2014) found a substantial gap in the topical area coverage and 
methodological trends of research that explored college SWDs.   
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Theories and models related to identity development and college impact are integral for 
appreciating SWDs and their experiences with higher education.   New postsecondary students 
will likely be confronted with the need to adjust intellectually, socially, physically, and 
emotionally. The individual development process involved with the new expectations and 
conditions of postsecondary education can be a greater challenge to SWDs. Challenges can 
include lack of self-disclosure (disclosure of a disability) with campus disability services officers 
and professors, lack of self-advocacy (communicating own needs), lack of self-regulation 
(evaluating own performance), and lack of locus of control (sense of empowerment), and lack of 
self-knowledge (understanding of own strengths, interests, and limitations) (Hadley, 2011; Hong 
2015; Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2011; Vaccaro, Daly-Cano, & Newman, 2014), which can 
influence the development of self-determination (Ankeny & Lehmann, 2011).  As SWDs aim to 
adjust to their new life in college, a “lack of self-determination” may encourage “passive 
integration”, which may lead to “social awkwardness, academic challenges, and psychological 
stress” (Hong, 2011, p. 210).   
 Person-environment theories provide a useful framework for contextualizing the 
experiences of SWDs in college and for gaining a better understanding of college impact on that 
population of students. These interaction theories do not attempt to explain growth or processes 
of student development, rather they attempt to “explain human behavior and provide frameworks 
for thinking about student change and college effects” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, p. 38).  
Unlike other student development theories, person-environment interaction theories, namely 
college impact models, are more narrowly concerned with the unique role that college 
experiences play in student development (Long, 2012).  These models focus on “context” by 
aiming to understand how postsecondary institutions affect student development and how 
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“student background and individual characteristics of the student foster or impede development” 
(Long, 2012, p. 51). 
Two important person-environment models will now be explored.   First, the ecology 
model of human development will be reviewed.  The ecology model suggests that different 
environments influence a person’s development.  Like the person-environment interaction 
theories, the ecology model of human development focuses on how and where development 
occurs” (Renn & Reason, 2013, p. 123).  The ecology model precedes Pascarella's general causal 
model of student development (1985), which is more narrowly focused on the college 
environment and the subsequent effect the institutions have on have on student change.   
Ecology model of human development. Ecological theories provide the foundation for 
understanding why students have different experiences.  Campus environments affect similar 
students in different ways (Renn & Arnold, 2011; Evans et al., 2010).  The human development 
ecology model is focused on the “why and how” rather than the “what” of student growth and 
change (Renn & Reason, 2013, p. 123).  The campus ecology model is another developmental 
ecology model that used in the study of student change in higher education.  The campus ecology 
model focuses predominantly on campus environments.  For purposes of understanding student 
development and change, the ecology model of human development is most useful (Renn & 
Reason, 2013) 
The ecology model of human development, introduced by Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979), is 
a theoretical perspective that aims to understand the interaction of a person and his or her 
environment (p. 3) and how those interactions can influence growth and development (Evans et 
al., 2010).  The model was first applied to child development but has since been adapted to 
understanding higher education (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Renn & Reason, 2013).  Renn & Arnold 
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(2003) suggested the application of the ecology models for understanding peer culture in higher 
education. They posited that the interactive model developed by Bronfenbrenner held immense 
potential for designing “educational interventions” that could influence and change campus 
culture (Renn & Arnold, 2003, p. 267).   
Under the assumption that development cannot be studied outside the context from which 
an individual actually develops, the model supports the notion that behavior and development are 
derivatives of the interaction between the individual and their environment.  The model is 
primarily concerned with human interaction and the environments in which those interactions 
take place (Renn & Reason, 2013; Renn & Arnold, 2011; Renn & Arnold, 2003).  The main 
tenet of Bronfenbrenner’s model suggests that change will only occur when individuals are 
confronted with “increasingly complex actions and tasks” (Renn & Arnold, 2003, p. 267). 
The model has played a key role in student affairs studies since 1978.  Its central role 
waned in the 1990s but found favor again in the early twenty-first century (Renn & Arnold, 
2011).  The ecology models have a few characteristics and limitations that hint at their limited 
use in studying student development.  First, the ecology models describe processes of 
development rather than describe steps or levels of development often seen in other models.  
Within the higher education accountability environment, an emphasis is mostly placed on the 
“outcome” rather than the “process” or “environment that promotes or inhibits that process 
(Evans et al., 2010, p. 174).  Second, the complexity of studying individuals and their 
environments poses challenges due to the fluid nature of the institutional environments and due 
to the peer culture resistance to interventions by administrators (Evans et al., 2010).   
Despite the drawbacks previously noted, a particular strength of the model is its flexible 
application to the development context of a vast array of student types.  For example, it may be 
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applied across different student classification types such as “residential students, commuters, 
distance and online learners.”  It may be applied to learners of “different ages”, socioeconomic 
backgrounds, and “life histories” (Evans et al., 2010, p. 173).  Renn and Patton (2011) 
recommended the model’s application to “newly recognized” populations such as students of 
religious minorities, commuters, international students, adult learners and SWDs (p. 253).   
While these groups have already been identified and have been the subject of studies, “how they 
experience their campus climate and what ecological niches support their success” is not well 
documented (Renn & Patton, 2011, p.254).    
Bronfenbrenner’s theory consists of four components that can hinder or encourage 
student development.  Those components are process, person, context, and time (Renn & Patton, 
2011, p. 243).  Student development can be described as a joint process involving the four 
components described.  “Like other person-environment theories… Bronfenbrenner’s ecology of 
human development illuminates the ways that relationships among individual inputs... may result 
in observed outcomes, including learning, identity development and behavior” (Renn & Reason, 
2013, p. 123).   
Process takes place between an individual and his or her proximal environment (Renn & 
Patton, 2011).  Students interact with numerous individuals and groups.  Through more 
increasingly complex interactions, students can influence their environment and their 
environment can influence the students (Renn & Reason, 2013). Person refers to an individual’s 
characteristics such as age, gender, and ability that influences how someone interacts with his or 
her surroundings and “how someone elicits responses from and responds to the environment” 
(Renn & Reason, 2013; Renn & Patton, 2011, p. 254).  In turn, person also influences whether an 
individual is involved in various activities or settings.   Context includes Bronfenbrenner’s 
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original general ecology model, which includes four levels: microsystems, mesosystems, 
exosystems, and macrosystems (Renn & Patton, 2011, p. 254; Bronfenbrenner, 1994).  
Bronfenbrenner (1994; 2009) likened the four structures of context to Russian dolls where the 
levels are nested together from smallest to largest (i.e. from the individual structure to the 
societal structure).  Each proximal structure pertains to different interactions with one’s 
environment.  Renn and Arnold (2003) illustrated these nested layers of student development 
(see Figure 1).   
Microsystems, or immediate settings, are the direct interactions between a student and his 
or her environment.  These include face-to-face and digitally mediated interactions (Renn & 
Reason, 2013).  These types of interactions are the “closest, or most proximal, contexts in which 
development occurs” (Renn & Reason, 2013, 126). Examples of microsystems might include 
roommates, family, close friends, a student organization, on or off campus jobs, homework or 
laboratory groups, community involvement, and peer groups (Renn & Arnold, 2003; Renn & 
Reason, 2013).  Mesosystems, simply described, are the “interactions among microsystems” 
(Renn & Patton, 2011, p. 254).  Postsecondary students are affected by the interactions within 
and across group.  A key influence on student development can be linked to the ease at which a 
student is able to “move from one peer microsystem to another within the mesosystem” (Renn & 
Arnold, 2003).   Exosystems are described as the “interactions outside the immediate 
environment but exerting influence on the individuals” (Renn & Patton, 2011, p. 254).   These 
may include influences from a parent or spouse’s work spaces. The federal government can also 
be considered an exosystem (Renn & Arnold, 2003).  For example, policies such as Section 504 
impact SWDs.  Macrosystems, or broad sociocultural factors, are the final and “most distal” of 
the environmental influences (Renn & Arnold, 2003, p. 272; Renn & Patton, 2011, p. 254).  This 
41 
 
level could be considered the “societal blueprint for a particular culture or subculture” 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 40). The macrosystem includes the “historical trends, social factors, 
and cultural influences” that affect a student’s interaction with the other systems in his or her 
environment (Renn & Reason, 2013; Renn & Arnold, 2003).    
Lastly, chronosystem, the element of time, can be understood as “the times in which one 
lives, the timing of an event in an individual's life, and changes in the person and context over 
time (Renn & Reason, 2013, p. 130).  Development is linked to the timing of events.  A college 
student’s age upon entering postsecondary education, his or her married status, his or her family 
status, and his or her employment status influence social transitions.   The timing of macro-level 
events that have taken place in a student’s life will play role in their human development (Renn 
& Arnold, 2003; Renn & Reason, 2013).   
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Figure 1:  Bronfenbrenner’s Ecology Model applied to a Postsecondary Environment.  Reprinted 
from “Reconceptualizing Research on College Student Peer Culture”, by K. A. Renn & K. D. 
Arnold, 2003, The Journal of Higher Education, 74(3), 268. Copyright 2003 by The Ohio State 
University Press.  Reprinted with permission.  
 
In its entirety, the four components of the ecology model of human development provides 
a strong foundation for understanding how and when student development and change takes 
place.  Understanding the influences from the context in which they happen is a useful 
framework for understanding environmental influences that affect today’s SWDs. 
College impact models. College impact models of student change, which include Astin’s 
Inputs, Environments, and Outcomes (I-E-O) (1991), Tinto’s Theory of Student Departure 
(1993), and Pascarella’s general causal model of student development (1985) fall within the 
person-environment theory family (Long, 2012).  The three student change models are “less 
specific than theories of individual development in their explication of the particular changes 
students undergo, are less detailed in their overall exposition, and have a less explicit base in 
other theories” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, p. 50).  The impact models are not particularly 
focused on the internal processes of change within the individual student but on the external 
environment (Terenzini, 1987; Pascarella & Terezini, 1991, p. 50).  The “eclectic impact” 
models identify variables that affect student change in terms of organizational context.  Terenzini 
(1987) described the variables as being: 
… student-related (e.g., academic aptitude and previous achievement levels, socio-
economic status, race/ethnicity), some are structural and organizational (e.g., size, type of 
control, selectivity), and still others are environmental (e.g., the academic, cultural, 
and/or political climate created by faculty and students) (p. 5)    
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Pascarella’s general causal model of student development (1985) is a model that 
“includes more explicit consideration of both an institutions structural characteristics and its 
general environment but that is also amenable to multi-institution studies of collegiate impact” 
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, p. 51).   Pascarella’s model identifies five major variables that 
directly or indirectly affect student growth or change, and ultimately, student success.  The first 
two sets of variables include student background and precollege traits and structural/ 
organizational characteristics of institutions.  The first two sets influence the type of institutional 
environment in which the student is involved.  The fourth variable, the interactions students have 
with faculty and peers on their campuses, is influenced by the first three variables.  The fifth and 
final variable, quality of student effort is, thus, affected the other four variables (Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 1991).   
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Figure 2:  Pascarella’s general causal model of student development for assessing the effects of 
college environments on student retention and success.  Reprinted from How College Affects 
Students (p. 54), by E.T. Pascarella and P. T. Terenzini, 1991, San Francisco, California: Jossey-
Bass. Copyright 1991 by Jossey-Bass Inc.  Reprinted with permission.  
 
Fleming, Howard, Perkins and Pesta (2013) emphasized the use of Pascarella’s general 
causal model of student development for its assertion that an institution’s formal characteristics 
and environment strongly influence a student’s development.  Namely, college environment, 
which moves beyond structural elements and delves more deeply into the “feeling” of a campus, 
is a critical driver behind the development of “peer-to-peer relationships and student-to-faculty 
interactions” (Fleming et al, 2013, para. 5 & 9).   
The next section highlights the social and environmental influences on student 
development that exist within a college environment.  The discussion moves beyond an overall 
understanding of student development by focusing more specifically on SWDs in postsecondary 
institutions.   
Social and Environmental Influences  
A 2017 study by Fleming, Oertle, Plotner and Hakun highlighted the disparity of bodies 
of research on social and environmental factors that affect postsecondary student success.  
Whereas a significant body of research exists on postsecondary retention, there is little 
application of how social and environmental factors affect SWDs. Rather, more research 
emphasis surrounds “accommodations, access, and support services” (Fleming et al., 2017).   
Social and environmental factors include social integration, a sense of belonging, self-advocacy, 
inaccessible environments, and attitudinal barriers (Fleming et al., 2013; Fleming et al., 2017; 
Leake and Stodden, 2016; Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2011).    
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Institutional integration. Institutional integration, as the name suggests, refers to a 
student's ability to integrate into their educational environment (Aquino, Alhaddab, & Kim, 
2017).  Depicted by Tinto (1975), Astin (1975), and Pascarella and Tetrazzini (1980), 
institutional integration can be viewed in two ways - social integration and academic integration 
(Aquino, Alhaddab, & Kim, 2017).  Social integration deals primarily with a student's 
involvement on campus, their interactions with others including faculty and peers, and their 
network.  Academic integration refers to a student’s “ability to perform academically”, their 
“ability to endure educational demands”, and their “ability to achieve academic goals” (Aquino, 
Alhaddab, & Kim, 2017, p. 47).  Academic integration may begin in the classroom where 
relationships are often formed and extend to social relationships that have culminated from the 
classroom interactions (Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2012).  
Peer-to-peer interactions play a pivotal role in a student’s college environment is 
considered one of the most “challenging aspects of integrating oneself into the college 
landscape” (Fleming et al., 2013, para. 13). Significant predictors of success and retention for 
SWDs include “on-campus living, full-time enrollment, degree expectations, first-year GPA, and 
net price of attendance” (Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2011). Additionally, students who devote 
considerable time and effort studying, staying involved in campus activities and student 
organizations, and interacting with faculty, peers, and other campus personnel are likely to be 
more successful at integrating into the campus environment (Hadley, 2011, p. 79).  Students who 
are less involved in campus life, who interact less with faculty and peers, and who attend 
postsecondary institutions “whose culture tolerate mediocre academic performance” will not be 
as likely to succeed (Long, 2012, p. 54).  Non-traditional student indicators more common 
among SWDs, such as delaying entry into postsecondary education for a year or more after high 
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school completion and the maintaining of part-time or mixed enrollment in the first year of 
college, put SWDs at a greater risk of leaving postsecondary studies before the completion of a 
certification, credential or degree (Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2012).  Social integration and 
involvement is integral for at-risk students:   
if successful integration and involvement does not happen, there will be a greater chance 
for at-risk students to feel isolated and withdraw.  This is certainly applicable to SWDs, 
whose disabilities may require additional time to do daily collegiate tasks (e.g., 
homework, getting around campus) or their ability to interact with others, academically 
and socially (Hadley, 2011, p. 79).     
Emerging trends that have potential for increasing awareness about institutional 
integration and campus climate issues related to diversity and disability in higher education 
literature have been summarized by Leake and Stodden (2014) as (a) reorienting disability 
support services towards the social model, (b) enhancing collaboration among student services, 
(c) including disability in diversity initiatives, (d) extending universal design to the co-
curriculum, (e) promoting change through student activism, and (f) assessing progress in creating 
welcoming campus climates (pp.404-405). 
Sense of belonging. A sense of belonging is critical for the retention of postsecondary 
students (O’Keefee, 2013).  Students who are enveloped into the college environment and who 
form social networks tend to have more success in their educational endeavors whereas students 
who do not feel a sense of belonging within the first eight weeks of a semester are at a much 
greater risk of dropping out of postsecondary education (Raley, 2007; Leake & Stodden, 2014; 
Aquino, Alhaddab, & Kim, 2017; Fleming et al., 2017).   Strayhorn (2012) suggested that a 
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“sense of belonging may be particularly significant for students who are marginalized in college 
contexts” (p. 17).    
A disconnect with faculty, academic staff, and peers is a key factor that contributes to the 
withdrawal from college (Fleming et al., 2017).  The quality of interactions that a student has 
with his or her instructors both in and out of the classroom largely influences a student’s success 
(Cook, Rumrill, & Tankersley, 2009; Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2012).  Findings from a study by 
Mamiseishvili & Koch (2012) revealed that a majority of SWDs at a two year institution had not 
met informally with faculty members and had not been a member of a study group.  
Self-advocacy. Self-advocacy is described as “the ability to communicate one’s needs 
and wants and to make decision about the supports needed to achieve them” (Daly-Cano et al., 
2015, p. 214).  It is also defined as “speaking up for yourself and your needs and being able to 
explain disability clearly and concisely” (Marcus Johnson, 2015, p. 4).  Research suggests that 
well-developed, self-advocacy skills are directly related to the successful transition and 
adaptation to college, academic success, and college persistence (Daly-Cano et al. 2015; 
Highlen, 2017).  Despite the importance of self-advocacy, however, SWDs are less likely to 
advocate for their needs (Hong, 2015, p. 210). 
The transition from high school special education programs into postsecondary 
institutions is a significant barrier to self-advocacy for SWDs (Daly-Cano et al., 2015; Trojano, 
Liefeld, & Trachtenberg, 2010).  Under the IDEA, the school is responsible for identifying 
SWDs, assessing student’s disability-related impact, and creating an individualized education 
plan to ensure access to educational success.  In addition, the IDEA requires close involvement 
from parents in the development and execution of educational plans.  Daly-Cano, et al (2015) 
report that 87% of students they sampled received accommodations and services in high school; 
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however, once in college, that number dropped to 19%.  When SWDs transition from secondary 
to postsecondary education, the responsibility for seeking accommodations and services shifts 
from parents and teachers to students.  It then becomes the student’s responsibility to seek out 
and advocate for disability-related assistance.   
Daly-Cano et al. (2015) found that many college students who use self-advocacy in 
college learned those skills from parents and other family members through supportive 
encouragement and direct instruction.  The importance of parental and family support in the 
development of self-advocacy skills is also supported by research conducted by Kimball et al. 
(2016).  The study also found that many students learned self-advocacy skills from their parents, 
both by observing their parents advocate on their behalf and from direct instruction.  Numerous 
students reported that they learned of their identities as people with disabilities through watching 
their parents fight for the services and accommodations they were legally entitled to.  Through 
these observations and interactions, the participants “learned that advocacy skills were essential 
life skills” (Kimball et al., 2016, p. 251). 
Inaccessible environments. While physical accessibility has improved since the passing 
of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) in 1990, physical environments are still 
inaccessible.  The United States Access Board (n.d.), which developed and maintains technical 
requirements for the built environment, puts forth only minimum accessibility guidelines.  As a 
result, a university’s physical environments may meet federal guidelines for accessibility; 
however, those environments still may not be fully accessible.  The United States Access Board 
has also created accessibility guidelines for historical buildings which state, “if following the 
usual standards would threaten or destroy the historic significance of a feature of the building, 
alternative standards may be used.”  This may mean that a wheelchair ramp can be steeper than 
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required for non-historical sites or that access need only be permitted on the ground floor.  
Because so many university campuses contain historically significant buildings, these alternate 
standards can create built environments that are inaccessible to students, and others, with 
disabilities. 
Physical barriers on college campuses includes more than just the built environment. 
Inaccessible web-based and online environments also create significant barriers to student 
success on college campuses.  Students who are blind, d/Deaf or hard of hearing, have upper and 
lower body mobility issues or have other disabilities that impact access to and use of information 
and technology are significantly impacted by increasing usage of technology and online 
environments on college campuses.  Approximately seven million students have taken online 
class in the past few years (Linder, et al. 2015).  Online classes are helpful to SWDs because 
they allow flexibility but are often not available because students “cannot gain access to 
instructional materials and technology-enhanced learning” (p. 21) because online materials are 
often not accessible. 
In 2010, the US Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights (OCR) reinforced the 
requirement for full access when it released a Dear Colleague Letter that stated,  
Requiring use of an emerging technology in a classroom environment when the 
technology is inaccessible to an entire population of individuals with disabilities…is 
discrimination…unless those individuals are provided accommodations or modifications 
that permit them to receive all the educational benefits provided by the technology in an 
equally effective and equally integrated manner (para. 1). 
Since that time, multiple universities, including Penn State, Florida State, University of 
Montana, University of California Berkeley, and Louisiana Tech have been found by OCR to be 
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out of compliance with federal laws regarding accessibility for those with disabilities (California 
State University, n.d.).  Those cases have detailed the requirement for accessibility of all 
electronic and information technology including, but not limited to, online courses, learning 
management systems, website services, course materials, videos, audio files, classroom 
technology (clickers), and more. 
Attitudinal barriers. The World Health Organization (WHO) defines barriers as those 
things within the environment that “through their absence or presence” creates disabilities by 
limiting function (Sahu & Sahu, 2015).  The seven most common barriers are: attitudinal, 
communication, physical, policy, programmatic, social, and transportation (Sahu & Sahu, 2015).  
Of these common barriers, research suggests that the most limiting barriers for SWDs are social 
and environmental, including attitudinal barriers and stigma related to disability status (Fleming, 
Oertle, Plotner, & Hakun, 2017).  Attitudinal barriers underlie all other barriers and often times 
leads to denying students their basic human rights (Fleming et al., 2017).   A campus that is 
otherwise accessible and that has a disability services office that is well established and 
available, may be unaware of environmental factors that produce a non-welcoming environment 
for members of underrepresented groups.  The sense of belonging and integration are 
undermined by unwelcoming campus climates towards SWDs. Research suggests that “campus 
climate mediates the relationship between belonging and student satisfaction” (Fleming et al., 
2017, p. 224).  
The attitudes of faculty and staff contribute to the challenging campus environment that 
SWDs often face (Pingry O’Neill, Markward, & French, 2012).  Research shows that faculty 
attitudes towards providing accommodations to students, whether positive or negative, is the 
most influential factor on the successful implementation of student accommodations (Sniatecki, 
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Perry, & Snell, 2015).   This is particularly true for students with invisible disabilities. Faculty 
often question the legitimacy of the disability or the need for accommodations as students do not 
appear disabled (Sniatecki et al., 2015; Zhang, Landmark, Reber, Hsu, Kwok, & Benz, 2010).  
Faculty often works from the perspective that accommodations infringe upon their academic 
freedoms, compromise the rigor of their course/assignments, and provide an advantage to SWDs 
(Zhang et al., 2010).  A focus on students’ perceptions of institutional environments has been 
critical in research focused on students of color and persistence, however, Fleming et al. (2017) 
suggests this approach could also apply to SWDs. 
Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder  
The Center for Disease Control's Autism and Developmental Disabilities Monitoring 
(ADDM) Network (2016) estimated that one in every 68 children in the United States is 
identified as an individual with an autism spectrum disorder (ASD).  The National Center for 
Education Statistics (NCES) estimated that approximately 538,000 students between the ages of 
3-21 are diagnosed with autism each year (U.S. Department of Education, 2016).  Boys are more 
likely than girls to be affected and the disability affects all ethnicities, races and socio-economic 
groups (CDC, 2016).  ASD is a neurodevelopmental disorder that causes impairments in 
communication, social relatedness, and behavior (CDC, 2016; Freedman, 2010, p. 17).   
Although non-disclosure of a disability limits the accuracy of data related to the number 
of ASD students participating in or entering higher education (Kelley & Joseph, 2012, p. 4), a 
George Washington training module prepared by Delrieu (2015) suggested the ASD student 
population in higher education comprises 0.7% to 1.9% of the college population. Among 
students leaving high school, only 34.7% were found to have attempted to participate in 
postsecondary education within six years of graduation (Shattuck et al., 2012) and of those 
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students with ASD that entered higher education, there was an 80% incompletion rate (Delrieu, 
2015; Finnegan & Finnegan, 2016).  Based on a study of data gathered from the National 
Longitudinal Transition Study-2, which was conducted in 2009 of young adults between the ages 
of 21-25, of those students with ASD who attended college, “86% attended a 2-year college at 
some point in their postsecondary education experiences.  They may also have attended a 4-year 
college.  But, for over half (56%), the 2-year college was their sole college experience” (Roux, 
Rast, Rava, & Shattuck, 2015, p. 1).  In comparison to “other disability categories”, students with 
ASD fare worse on college graduation outcomes, rates of employment, and are “more likely to 
develop a psychopathological disorders” (Van Hees, Moyson, & Roeyers, 2014, p. 1674; 
Friedman, 2013).  
A majority of college students with ASD are affected by milder forms of autism, which 
were more recently known as Pervasive Developmental Disorder – Not Otherwise Specified 
(PDD-NOS) and Asperger Syndrome (AS) (Cullen, 2014).   In May 2013, the American 
Psychiatric Association (APA) published the fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders, more commonly known as the DSM-5 (Attwood, 2015).  Under the 
guidelines of the DSM-5, Asperger’s Syndrome is now classified as autism spectrum disorder – 
level 1 (APA, 2014; Autism Speaks, 2015).  The new classification is important for educators 
because much of the previous research about students in higher education with ASD is likely to 
be found when using Asperger Syndrome as a search term.  Therefore, when building a 
repertoire of understanding, educators would benefit from a review of the DSM-5 review and the 
past research geared towards the study of Asperger’s Syndrome (Attwood, 2015, p. 9). 
While students with ASD “demonstrate significant and limiting interpersonal deficits, 
they may possess cognitive abilities similar to neuro-typical or gifted individuals” (VanBergeijk, 
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Klin, & Volkmar, 2008, p. 1359).  With the increasing ASD student population, the legal 
implications that govern accommodations and modification within public post-secondary 
institutions, and the importance of educational attainments for one’s sense of purpose, 
accomplishment, and future employment, it is important for institutions to understand how 
students perceive their experiences in higher education  (Yokotani, 2011, p. 227).  Understanding 
how to work more effectively with invisible diversity is imperative for ensuring that students 
with ASD achieve success in their postsecondary pursuits (Kelley & Joseph, 2012; MacLeod, 
Lewis, & Robertson, 2013, p. 41; Taylor, 2005).   
Few studies that highlight the experiences of students with ASD in higher education exist 
(Gelbar, Smith, & Reichow, 2014; Wiorkowoski, 2015; Cox, Thompson, Anderson, Mintz, 
Locks, Morgan, Edelstein, & Wolz, 2017).  A systematic review of research articles that 
described lived experiences and supports of students with ASD in postsecondary education 
revealed a lack of focus on first-hand student accounts, a fragmented description of college 
programs, and it noted  the use of primarily only “theoretical suggestions for effective programs” 
(Gelbar et al., 2014).  As noted by Cai and Richdale (2015), the existing literature about support 
needs and services for students with ASD comes primarily from the academic professionals who 
work with the sub-population of students and the professionals who have expert knowledge of 
ASD. 
The existing literature highlights a number of difficulties that confront students with 
ASD, particularly in postsecondary settings.  Challenges that have been identified include (a) 
struggling with new situations and unexpected changes, e.g. transitions to college; (b) draining 
yet necessary social contacts; (c) processing information and time management; (e) uncertainties 
about self-disclosure; (f) mental health issues (g) comorbid disabilities, e.g. Attention Deficit 
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Disorder (ADHD); (h) sensory sensitivities and aversion to noisy environments or room lighting 
(Van Hees, Moyson, & Roeyers, 2017, p. 1676; Longtin, 2014, p. 65).  In a description of the 
issues faced in a classroom by students with ASD, DeOrnellas (2015) suggests that challenges 
exists in “understand[ing] others’ points of view; hav[ing] problems with taking turns in 
conversations (language pragmatics), speak[ing] in a loud or flat voice; and hav[ing] problems 
understanding sarcasm, abstract language, and some forms of humor” (para. 2).  An overall 
difficulty managing emotions and details of daily life such as multi-tasking and organization 
tends to be seen more often in students with ASD (Dubin, 2009, p. 26).  Students also face 
academic challenges due to “poor ability to understand or apply concepts”, “distractibility”, 
“weak organizational skills”, and “hypersensitivity to particular sounds, smells, and lighting” 
(McKeon, Alpern & Zater, 2013, p. 354).  
The term Theory of Mind (ToM) is often used to when referring to the problematic 
characteristics of associated with students with ASD (Edelson, 2015; Freedman, 2010, p. 37; 
Attwood, 2015, p. 124). Theory of Mind is a psychological term that describes one’s ability to 
recognize emotions and intentions of other individuals and to make assumptions about their 
feelings based on the recognition of specific cues.  Individuals with ASD often have impaired 
Theory of Mind abilities, which Attwood (2015) suggests leads to issues such as “difficulty 
reading the social emotional/emotional messages in someone’s eyes, making a literal 
interpretation of what someone says,  being considered disrespectful and rude, being ‘remarkably 
honest’ to the detriment of the social group or another person’s feelings,” displaying a ‘sense of 
paranoia’ as it regards the distinction between understanding a “deliberate or accidental” act of 
another student, misunderstanding other’s ability and interests to help with “problem solving” 
activities, difficulty “managing conflict,” identifying mistakes in others and finding the 
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appropriate way to discuss faux pas in an indirect manner, being slower to process social cues 
and therefore require more prompts and engagement, and difficulty with exhaustion that is 
caused by the greater level of mental effort required for the processing of social information that 
tends to come more naturally to neuro-typical peers (pp. 126-135).  
Students with ASD are more likely to be affected by other co-morbid psychiatric 
conditions such as anxiety and depression (Freedman, 2010).  Such additional struggles become 
more prominent through the adolescent years as students become more aware of their differences 
among their peers.  Dubin (2009) posited that anxiety is often “symptomatic of and aggravated 
by” the difference one feels between his or her neuro typical peers (p. 13).  According to 
Macleod, Lewis and Robertson (2014), inclusion is another major obstacle faced by students 
with ASD.  Additionally, students are “often naïve” and fall victim to students who recognize the 
deficits in social skills and savviness of students with autism. (Wolf, Thierfeld Brown, & Bork, 
2009, p. 1) 
As evident from the challenges inherent in autism spectrum disorders, support needs that 
include both educational and social supports are imperative for meeting the needs of this growing 
sub-population of students (Cai & Richdale, 2015).  Efforts to review challenges faced by ASD 
students in Mississippi have been futile.  Equally limited in research publications is the 
understanding of the true needs of students with ASD in postsecondary institutions in the state.  
To move the proverbial needle beyond the perception that accommodations are the only 
necessary objective for supporting students with ASD, more exploration of the specific 
challenges, experiences, and needs of students with ASD in Mississippi is critical.   
56 
 
Students who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing 
Deafness is simply defined as the inability to hear.  Levels of hearing loss include; slight, 
mild, moderate, severe, and profound loss (Leigh, Andrews, & Harris, 2017).  Hearing loss can 
be genetic, whether inherited or through a gene mutation.  These types of loss account for 
approximately 50% of deafness, while the other half are acquired loss due to external factors 
such as disease, fetal alcohol syndrome, and age (Leigh et al., 2017).  People with a degree of 
hearing loss tend to identify as either deaf, hard of hearing, or Deaf.  Little “d” deaf people have 
a severe to profound loss, rely on assistive auditory devices, prefer to use spoken language and 
socialize more with hearing people (Leigh et al., 2017).  Those who identify as hard of hearing 
have a mild to moderate degree of loss and may or may not affiliate themselves with the Deaf 
community (NAD, n.d.).  Capital “D” deaf people consider themselves part of a cultural minority 
and identify as members of the Deaf community (NAD, n.d.).  They use American Sign 
Language and share beliefs, values, and common experiences with other members of the Deaf 
community (Padden & Humphries, 1988). 
The two most common constructions of deafness are those of disability and linguistic 
minority.  Often the hearing society views deafness as a disability, yet, Deaf people view 
themselves as being disadvantaged by language barriers rather than a disability.  From this 
perspective deafness is seen as socially constructed (Murray, Klinger, & McKinnon, 2007).  
Other variables that help define the student who is DHH are; age of onset of deafness, hearing 
status of parents, language use in the house, educational background, ethnicity, and additional 
disabilities (Convertino, Marschark, Sapere, Sarchet, & Zupan, 2009).   The amount of 
heterogeneity, or additional variables within the DHH population, make attempts at predicting 
academic success more difficult than predicting the academic success of their hearing peers 
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(Convertino et al., 2009).   Making predictions more difficult is the fact that the DHH population 
is considered a “low-incidence” population.  For instance, students who are DHH account for 
only one percent of the nation’s high school population (Sarchet et al., 2015).   Consequently, 
they are also a low-incidence population on today’s college campus.  
The World Health Organization (2013) estimates that there are approximately 360 
million people worldwide with a disabling hearing loss.  The National Institute of Deafness and 
Other Communication Disorders (NIDCD, 2010) reports that nearly 32 million U.S. adults report 
having some level of hearing loss and that roughly two to three of every 1000 children in the 
United States are born d/Deaf or hard of hearing.  The U.S. Census Bureau in its 2008-2010 
American Community Survey estimates 3.5% of the U.S. population or approximately 11 million 
individuals report significant difficulty hearing (Walter & Dirmyer, 2013). 
Census information from the (2010) American Community Survey, compared to Schein 
and Delk’s (1974) analysis of 1972 census data, indicates that the percentage of students who are 
DHH attending and graduating college has increased fourfold over the last 38 years (Walters & 
Dirmyer, 2013) from 6.4% in 1972 to 23.3% in 2010.  Current research estimates that 
approximately 30,000 d/Deaf students and 700,000 hard of hearing students are enrolled in a 
postsecondary program (Leigh et al., 2017).  The majority, or approximately 46% enter 
community colleges, 32% enroll in a vocational/technical school, while 30% enroll in a four-year 
college (Newman, Wagner, Cameto, Knokey, & Shaver, 2010).  Of those that do enroll, 
researchers estimate that 85% leave their postsecondary program without earning a certificate or 
degree (Marschark et al., 2016; Walter & Dirmyer, 2013; Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Garza, & 
Levine, 2005).  Research also shows that those who attend college but withdraw before 
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completion fare no better than those who never attended at all (Schley et al., 2011; Sarchet et al., 
2015).  
The effects of an education on the economic status of individuals who are DHH parallel 
that of the general population.  It is widely established in the research that students who are DHH 
with a college degree are more likely to find employment, reduce the gap in earnings between 
themselves and their hearing counterparts, and live lives independent from government support 
(Applemen, Callahan, Mayer, Luetke, & Stryker, 2012; Sarchet et al., 2015; Walter and Dirmyer, 
2013).  While it is also widely held that adults who are DHH are consistently underemployed 
compared to their hearing counterparts (Schley et al., 2011), however, those with a college 
degree are employed at a higher rate than adults who are DHH without a degree as seen in Table 
1 developed by Walter and Dirmyer (2013) using data from the 2010 American Community 
Survey.  
 
Table 1 
2010 Unemployment Rates of U.S. Workers, by Hearing Status and Educational Attainment 
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For those without a degree, participation in the labor market has declined over the years.  
In the 1970s approximately 80% of DHH adults were employed, yet, as of 2010 that number had 
declined to approximately 58%, increasing the number of DHH individuals dependent on federal 
subsidies (Walter & Dirmyer, 2013).  It is well established in research that even though 
dependence on social security causes its recipients to live in impoverished conditions the 
disincentive to become independence of it can be an enormous barrier to gainful employment 
(Jenson & Silverstein, 2006; Murray, Klinger, & Walter, 1988).  Upon turning 18 years old, the 
Social Security Administration (SSA) considers a d/Deaf or hard of hearing youth a “family of 
one” and can receive benefits where they may have not been eligible prior because of their 
family’s income (Bowe, 2003).  This information can impact the student’s decision to attend 
college or not.   
Much of the research done on DHH postsecondary students has been retrospective in 
nature.  Data collected in national longitudinal studies have been explored and self-inventory 
surveys have been employed to determine the characteristics of DHH college graduates (Schley 
et al., 2011).  However, only a handful of phenomenological studies have been conducted with 
current college students to explore their perceptions of the college experience and none have 
been done with Mississippi community college DHH students.    
According to the 2014/15 U.S. Census Bureau, there were approximately 48,800 persons 
with a hearing impairment between the ages of 21-64 living in the state of Mississippi.  Of this 
population, 19.1% receive social security benefits and 29.8% live below the poverty line.  Both 
of these percentages are higher than every other state in the nation.  A look at the data on the 
educational attainment of this same population sheds some light on why.  
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Compared to the national average, DHH adults living in Mississippi trailed DHH adults 
in all other states in advanced (Baccalaureate or higher) degree attainment.   Only 10% of the 
Mississippi DHH population hold a BA degree or higher, which is well below the national 
average, as well as, below all other states in the nation.  However, 33.5% have some college or 
an associate’s degree, which is higher than the national average.   Again, data analyzed from the 
2010 American Community Survey indicates that for both DHH and hearing employees, the 
higher the degree attainment the higher the income (Table 2) (Walter & Dirmyer, 2013).                  
Deaf students are not hearing students who cannot hear, rather, they differ on many more 
factors than hearing people, as stated above.  These DHH diverse learners experience more 
unique academic challenges than most realize, which includes a lack of full access to language, 
incidental learning, and social interaction (Marschark, Lampropoulou, & Skordilis, 2016). 
 
Table 2 
Earnings of U.S. Workers Ages 26–64 Years, (2010) by Hearing Status and Educational 
Attainment 
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Chapter Summary  
Chapter II provided an extensive review of the literature related to SWDs in 
postsecondary institutions.  The literature review began by expounding on disability theoretical 
frameworks, where the social model was compared to the medical model.  The discussion then 
moved to a review of social justice and equity by exploring the public and private good debate as 
it relates to SWDs in higher education.  The third major section of the chapter reviewed person-
environment theories and their application to understanding student change.  The literature 
review expounded on the ecology model of human development by Bronfenbrenner and 
Pascarella’s general causal model for student development.  The chapter also further expanded 
upon the social and environmental influences that affect retention and completion by SWDs.  
Finally, the literature explored each of the sub-populations in more detail.    
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CHAPTER III 
METHODOLOGY 
                                     Authors:  Krystal Berry & Ronda Bryan 
The overall purpose of the two qualitative studies was to understand the lived experiences 
of two specific minoritized, sub-populations of students in postsecondary institutions in 
Mississippi: those with an autism spectrum disorder and those who are DHH. Phenomenological 
inquiry informed this study because it is the best method for capturing the experiences of each of 
the sub-populations.  Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were employed for answering the 
research questions in chapter I.   
Research Framework 
Qualitative research has five features that make it particularly suitable for exploring 
student experiences.  Bogdan and Biklen (2007) identify the five features as: naturalistic, 
descriptive, concerned with process, inductive, and meaning (pp. 4-8).  It is naturalistic in that it 
comes from the “ecology approaches in biology”, which will be more closely explored in the 
next section (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 4).  The research is descriptive, by which data are 
collected in written form and particular situations are described using rich descriptions and 
quotations.  Rather than a narrow focus on results or outcomes, qualitative research is concerned 
with the process.  Data is analyzed in an inductive manner where theory emerges from data 
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collected over time.  ‘Meaning’ is imperative for qualitative researchers.  Understanding how 
people make sense of their lives and experiences is paramount in qualitative research (Bogdan & 
Biklen, 2007, p. 7).  While all five features are elements of the proposed study approach to 
understanding the minoritized sub-populations of students in Mississippi, making “meaning” of 
those voices received the strongest degree of attention.   
The ontological philosophical assumption underpinned the qualitative studies. This 
philosophical assumption embraces the idea of multiple realities and perspectives (Creswell, 
2013). Since the studies aimed to capture lived experiences, it was not expected that one narrow 
theme would emerge, rather a diverse and rich set of themes or values emerged.  The ontological 
philosophical assumption is embedded in a social justice interpretative framework in which 
disability inquiry guides the research design to be: considerate in the manner data is collected 
and the way questions are asked; useful and relevant to the community;  appropriate in 
communication method; and, reported in a manner that is “respectful of power relationships” 
(Creswell, 2013, p. 34).  
Numerous qualitative models such as ethnography, grounded research theory, 
hermeneutics, phenomenology, and heuristics exist to guide human science research (Moustakas, 
1994).  We chose to utilize a phenomenological research design for its focus on identifying and 
interpreting the shared or common meaning of lived experiences (Creswell, 2013, p. 76; Bogdan 
& Biklen, 2007).  As Moustakas noted, “the aim is to determine what an experience means for 
the persons who have had the experience and are able to provide a comprehensive description of 
it.  From the individual descriptions general or universal meanings are derived” (1994, p. 13). 
The interpretive nature of phenomenology lends itself to subjectivity of the informants and the 
researchers.  However, to provide a “particular rendering” of the “human condition” and the 
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reality of SWDs in Mississippi post-secondary institutions and to influence the development of 
policies and procedures related to the sub-populations of the two studies, phenomenology is a 
legitimate and useful approach (Bogden & Biklen, 2007, p. 27; Creswell, 2013). 
Research Sites 
The two studies took place on community college campuses across the state of 
Mississippi.  With fifteen community colleges throughout the state, it was determined that a 
suitable number of research volunteers could be reached for achieving saturation.  By 
interviewing students from across the state, it was believed the findings would be enriched by the 
varying perspectives from different populations of students throughout the different regions.  
Prior to starting data collection, each researcher had to gain permission from the 
University of Mississippi’s Institutional Review Board (IRB).  Additionally, to gain permission 
to interview students on the community college campuses, approval from the Mississippi 
Association of Community and Junior Colleges (MACJC) Council on Institutional Research and 
Effectiveness (CIRE) was required.  CIRE approval process was contingent upon prior IRB 
approval from the University of Mississippi.  As part of the approval, CIRE stipulated that 
college names and geographical locations (i.e. northwest, northeast, central, etc.) could not be 
shared in the findings.   
Participant Selection 
 The studies were approved by the University of Mississippi Institutional Review Board 
(Appendix A).  The studies also followed the appropriate measures to be approved through the 
MACJC Council on Institutional Research and Effectiveness (Appendix B).  The disability 
support services offices (DSS) were contacted at all fifteen community colleges in Mississippi.  
By contacting the DSS at each school, we were able to ensure that volunteer participants have 
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self-identified with an autism spectrum disorder, or hearing loss and have been approved for 
accommodations through each institution’s review process.  In the phenomenological approach 
chosen for the studies, criterion sampling helped to narrow the selection of participants to only 
those who have “experienced the same phenomenon” that each study is exploring and to those 
participants that were able to articulate his or her “lived experience” (Creswell, 2013, p. 150).  
Written consent-to-participate forms were collected prior to each interview.   
Data Collection 
Data was collected in the form of in-depth, individual interviews.  Face-to-face 
interviews allow participants to share freely and comfortably. (Creswell, 2013).  Interviews 
lasted from thirty to sixty minutes and followed a semi-structured protocol with questions 
designed to align with Pascarella’s General Causal Model of Student Development.  Interviews 
with students with ASD were audio recorded.  Interviews with students who are DHH were 
video-recorded to enable translation from American Sign Language to English.  The recordings 
allowed both researchers to ensure accuracy over the data collected.  The researchers gathered 
additional observational data on an interview protocol form (Appendix C). Written transcriptions 
allowed for easier coding.  Transcriptions were shared with informants for transparency and 
accuracy.  While there is no specific requirement of the number of interviews needed for a 
qualitative study exist, in phenomenological studies Polkinghorne (1989, as cited in Creswell, 
2013) suggests conducting interviews with five to 25 people, which should lead to saturation of 
the collected data.  Interview locations were arranged with each college or university.  For 
privacy of participants, an enclosed office space or room was sought for all interviews.  
Arrangements were made with each college and the researchers were mindful of the potential 
intrusiveness their presence may cause in terms of room usage.   
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Interviews were recorded with a mobile application called Rev or with other recording 
devices.  Rev provides ample space for multiple recordings, storage, and transcription services.  
Each interview was recorded through a secondary device to ensure there was no loss of 
information.  Data was stored on a file owned by each researcher.  To ensure confidentiality of 
participants, pseudonyms were used and the location of the participant’s school was not provided 
in the data collection or results.   
Data Analysis 
The data collected in the two studies have been examined through the person-
environment fit models discussed in chapter two.  A guide by Taylor-Powell and Renner (2003) 
was utilized for analyzing the data collected through the interviews.  The guide recommended 
five steps: (1) become familiar with the data; (2) focus the analysis; (3) categorize the 
information; (4) identify patterns and connections within and between categories; and, (5) 
interpretation.   As mentioned in chapter two, Pascarella’s general causal model of student 
development was used as a guide for the interviews and for the development of the coding 
system.  The primary approach of coding was to identify narrative themes that define the shared 
or common meaning of lived experiences.  
By taking time to become familiar with the data collected (step 1), both researchers were 
able to critically reflect on the findings.  Because time was spent reading through each 
transcription, we were able to agree that saturation of the data had been met.  The quality of the 
information collected provided both researchers with the level of analysis we felt appropriate for 
our studies.  To focus our analysis (step 2), both researchers kept the research questions at the 
forefront.  By keeping in mind the goal of the study and the questions posed, the data was 
analyzed to support the purpose of the evaluation.  We started by analyzing each study 
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participant’s individual responses to the interview questions.  This allowed us to focus on the 
individual participants first.  To accomplish this step, each transcription was read line by line and 
notations were made.  We then categorized our information (step 3).  To bring meaning to the 
notes collected in step two, the researchers identified themes that began to emerge.  A number of 
sub-categories emerged in the data.  From the emergent categories, both researchers identified 
the relative importance of the themes by counting the number of times the theme came up in the 
data.  Additionally, we carefully reviewed the relationships among themes and sub-themes.  We 
did not make assumptions as to cause and effect.  Rather, the themes were explicated for their 
ability to provide a narrative to the research questions.  Finally, we brought the data together 
(step 5) by interpreting the findings, which can be seen in detail in Chapter V (Taylor-Powell & 
Renner, 2003).  
Validity Issues 
Creswell (2013) defines validity in qualitative research as “an attempt to assess the 
‘accuracy’ of the findings, as best described by the researcher and the participants” (pp. 249-
250).  Quantitative and qualitative research handles threats to validity in different ways.  
Quantitative researchers try to plan for anticipated and unanticipated validity threats through 
“prior” design controls, such as the use of “control groups, statistical control of extraneous 
variables, randomized sampling and assignment, the framing of explicit hypotheses in advance  
of collecting the data, and the use of tests of statistical significance” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 123).  
On the other hand, validity threats in qualitative research often must be handled after the research 
has begun (Maxwell, 2013).  It is important to identify anticipated threats and to develop ways to 
reduce or eliminate any potential threats to validity (Maxwell, 2013).   
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Eight validation strategies for qualitative research include prolonged engagement and 
persistent observation, triangulation, peer review or debriefing, negative case analysis, 
clarifying researcher bias, member checking, rich, thick description, and external audits.   The 
strategies selected for the three proposed studies are peer review or debriefing, clarifying 
researcher bias, member checking, and rich, thick description.   
Peer review or debriefing.  Peer review takes place when a peer debriefer provides a 
check on the research; this can take place in the form of challenging questions about the 
methods, meanings, and interpretations of a researcher’s work.  It has been likened to playing 
‘devil’s advocate’ (Creswell, 2013, p. 251).  Both researchers have provided an external review 
of each other’s approach to interviews, interpretation of data collected during interviews, 
discussion of findings, and overall approach to writing.  Through our collective dedication to 
completing credible and applicable research, we are committed to honest communication with 
one another and to ensure we produce our best work.   
Clarifying researcher bias.   In this type of strategy the researcher typically discloses any 
‘past experiences, biases, prejudices, and orientations, that have likely shaped the interpretation 
and approach to the study’ (Creswell, 2013, p. 251). Maxwell (2013) refers to researcher bias 
and subjectivity.  Subjectivity cannot be eliminated from qualitative research because it is 
impossible to omit a researcher’s “theories, beliefs, and perceptual lens” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 
124).  Therefore, in Chapter one each researcher disclosed her own subjectivity towards the 
corresponding study.   
Rich, thick description. Creswell (2013) identified this validation strategy as one that 
“allows readers to make decisions regarding transferability because the writer describes in detail 
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the participants or setting under study” (p. 252).  Both of the researchers provide quotes from 
participants as the remarks related to each of the themes that emerged during data analysis.   
Chapter Summary 
Chapter III discussed the phenomenological inquiry approach that both studies used for 
gaining a deeper understanding of the lived experiences among students of the two sub-
populations in Mississippi.  The findings from the data collection have been analyzed and the 
ecology model of human development first introduced by Bronfenbrenner (1979) was the lens 
from which the themes were understood.  Validity concerns were addressed through peer review 
between the authors, member checking in collaboration with research participants, and through 
the use of rich descriptions within the findings chapter.  Finally, both of the authors have shared 
personal biases or positions that have influenced the selection of sub-populations for the study.     
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CHAPTER IV 
RESULTS 
                                               Author:  Ronda Bryan 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to highlight the experiences that DHH students 
have in Mississippi community colleges.  As shown in the literature review, enrollment of this 
population has increased, however the attrition rate of approximately 85% continues to be 
problematic.  The majority of DHH students attend community colleges and approximately 90% 
of all community colleges serve this population (Newman et al., 2010).  Students who are DHH 
attend community colleges and vocational programs over twice the rate of the general population 
(Newman et. al., 2011).  The problem of practice that this study addresses is that higher 
education practitioners will continue to serve this population unaware of these students’ needs.  It 
appears that efforts to increase access for this population and the provision of legally mandated 
accommodations are not sufficient supports to see these students through to graduation.  
Furthermore, students who are DHH have increasingly enrolled in mainstream institutions with 
hearing peers rather than attend specialized programs intended for DHH students (Richardson, 
Marschark, Sarchet, & Sapere, 2010).  Henceforth, it is vital to explore not only student 
readiness but also institutional readiness to improve retention and graduation rates of these 
students who have not traditionally experienced postsecondary success.  This study attempts to 
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understand how DHH students perceive their community college experience and how these 
perceptions can inform policy and practice to support retention.  This chapter presents the 
findings of this qualitative study.  The study was guided by three research questions: 
1.  What are the experiences of students who are Deaf and hard of hearing within the 
Mississippi community college system. 
2. How do the experiences affect the students’ perceptions of a successful degree 
completion? 
3. What do students who are Deaf and hard of hearing believe can be done within their 
college to support their educational endeavors? 
Many factors appear to contribute to the DHH students’ community college experience, 
such as age of onset and age of identification of hearing loss, quantity and quality of linguistic 
inputs, parental involvement, and use of technology such as hearing aids and cochlear implants 
(Spencer & Marschark, 2010; Schorr, Roth, & Fox, 2008).  Efforts to present only the themes or 
common experiences of these participants would overlook the unique occurrences that can 
inform practice intended to support this heterogeneous population.  Each individual participant 
provided valuable insight into the experiences DHH students have at Mississippi community 
colleges.  Therefore, I have summarized each interview, highlighting exceptional experiences of 
the participants, as well as, provided overarching themes which will allow for a more complete 
depiction of their experiences.  To clarify, there is a difference between the Disability Support 
Services (DSS) office and the DHH resource office.  From these interviews, a clear distinction 
arose that the DSS office provides support to students with all disabilities types while the DHH 
resource office is a self-contained office of support staff trained in meeting the specific needs of 
the DHH student.   
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Interview and Participant Description 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted on Mississippi community college campuses.  
These interviews were arranged by DSS personnel, who I originally contacted via email 
(Appendix D) to request assistance recruiting participants.  I attached a student recruitment letter 
(Appendix E) to each email.  The participants and I decided the interview dates and times while 
locations were arranged by DSS and DHH resource office personnel.  Each interview began with 
a discussion about the Consent to Participate Form.  After each participant provided consent, we 
began the interviews which lasted approximately 45 minutes each.  Interviews were conducted 
using American Sign Language (ASL), which were video recorded for later translation and 
transcription.  Interview questions were developed using Pascarella’s General Causal Model of 
Change.  Bronfenbrenner’s Human Development Ecology Model was used as a lens from which 
to understand the lived experiences of both the individual students, as well as, the experiences 
common among these students.  All identifying information was removed during the 
transcription process and material was kept in a locked cabinet. Research participant information 
is presented in the table below. 
Table 3 
Research Participant Information 
Pseudonym Identified as: L1/L2 Secondary 
Experience 
College Track 
Evan Culturally Deaf ASL/English Mainstream & 
Residential 
Academic 
w/Transfer 
Aspirations 
Hannah Hard of Hearing ASL/English Mainstream Academic 
w/Transfer 
Aspirations 
Paul Culturally Deaf English/ASL Mainstream & 
Residential 
Academic 
w/Transfer 
Aspirations 
Cara Auditorily deaf English/ASL Mainstream & 
Residential 
Technical - 
Cosmetology 
73 
 
Trey Culturally Deaf English/ASL Mainstream & 
Residential 
Academic 
w/Transfer 
Aspirations 
Mona Culturally Deaf ASL/English Mainstream & 
Residential 
GED 
Preparation & 
Certified Nurse 
Assistant 
Wesley Auditorily deaf English/ASL Mainstream Technical - 
Welding 
 
Culturally Deaf – Identifies as a member of the Deaf community 
Hard of Hearing – Indicates the degree of loss and may or may not identify as a member of the 
Deaf community.   
Auditorily deaf – Indicates the degree of loss and does not identify as a member of the Deaf 
community.   
L1/L2 – Language one (native language)/Language two (second language) 
  
Summary of Interviews 
 The following is a summary of each of the seven participant’s interviews.  To 
ensure the privacy and anonymity of each participant, pseudonyms were used.  The summaries 
do not contain any identifying information.  The information provided includes the participant’s 
general demographic information, as well as, the perceptions they have regarding their 
community college experiences.  I have also included my thoughts and opinions as a research 
instrument.   
Evan was born hearing and became deaf at six months old due to an accident.  His 
deafness was diagnosed at age two and his parents began learning American Sign Language, 
which became the primary language used in the home.  Evan wore hearing aids until he became 
profoundly deaf at the age of 14, at which time hearing aids were rendered useless.  Evan 
attended both residential schools for the Deaf and public mainstream programs growing up and 
spoke to the pros and cons of each.  Evan’s mother took him out of the residential school because 
it was too far away from home and because she thought the education was inadequate.  He 
attended a mainstream program until his freshman year in high school when he returned to a 
74 
 
residential school for the Deaf.   He had sign language interpreters while attending the 
mainstream program, however, Evan’s biggest challenge in the mainstream high school setting 
was communication.  Although he had interpreters he was unable to make friends.  Evan had a 
few Deaf friends but explained that they were in “self-contained Deaf classrooms” and he was 
not.  The communication barrier between Deaf and hearing peers cannot be remedied by an 
interpreter.  The presence of an interpreter, who is typically an adult, obstructs the intimacy 
component of relationship development.  “The education I had at the public school was really 
good, but no socialization, yet at the residential school I had a social life and the education was 
ok.”  He spoke about his transition back to the residential school, what motivated him to pursue 
higher education, and how he began to develop his identity: 
When I went to the mainstream school I really felt like I had no hope.  I had no one to 
really look up to that I could identify with.  I just started to think maybe deaf “can’t can’t 
can’t”.  I thought maybe I’ll just have to work at McDonalds and I started to feel 
defeated, then I transferred to the residential school and my world was turned upside 
down.  I felt like a new world had opened up for me.  I learned that deaf can.  I saw deaf 
teachers, deaf coaches for the football team, and deaf student lead clubs and 
organizations.  Everywhere I looked I saw deaf “can can can”.  That changed everything 
in a big way and really motivated me and I was motivated to new goals. 
Because ASL was Evan’s first language, he struggled with English, particularly writing.  
He strongly believes that English is the main challenge DHH people face and suggested this 
struggle is what prevents the majority from completing their college programs and obtaining 
employment.  Evan credits the community college’s instructor student ratio, which allowed for 
more one-on-one discussion with instructors, for his academic success.  He explained that “the 
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teachers help so much, they teach me how to write essays with correct grammar, like how to use 
different words and not the same word over and over again.”  Evan further shared: 
Before I really struggled academically, just like other deaf people.  It was hard for me, so 
I decided to come here to a community college.  I think a community college is the best 
place to start.  I think the best decision I made was to come here first, if I hadn’t I would 
still be struggling.  Here they have helped me develop my English skills.  I learned how 
to study and to prepare for tests.   
The DSS Office made contact directly with Evan’s instructors to arrange for 
accommodations which included teacher’s notes, extended testing time, and sign language 
interpreters.  Evan never had a problem getting his accommodations, however, he suggested the 
disability service office needed to communicate more with his instructors and make follow-up 
contact with faculty, particularly before tests.  He clarified by adding, “Sometimes teachers don’t 
understand my needs or they forget.” 
Evan lives off campus with his family and does not socialize much with the other Deaf or 
hearing students that attend his community college.  He, instead, studies a lot and spends time 
with his family.  Evan stressed the importance of motivation and believes that without motivation 
students cannot be academically successful.  The Deaf role models at the residential school 
changed his life:   
It is important for deaf students and deaf people in the community to be exposed to 
successful deaf adults so that they can feel like they can also set and achieve their 
dreams.  I also think it’s important to have deaf mentors for young deaf children.  In the 
classroom, there may be 20 students and 1 teacher, they don’t have enough time to tend 
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to all the students.  But a mentor could show them how to understand math and English 
and history so they don’t fall behind.   
When asked what Evan thought I needed to know about his community college 
experience that I had not asked he stated: 
I’ve noticed that deaf students who go directly to a 4-year university often feel quickly 
overwhelmed and fall behind and maybe get bad grades that first semester.  They may not 
feel like they are a good fit for that [college] then they leave and give up on their goals 
and decide not to go back to school.  I want to tell them don’t do that, try a community 
college, just see, give it a try.  Maybe you can get prepared there then be successful at a 
4-year college.  It’s important for them to at least consider a community college rather 
than just quitting all together. 
Hannah identified as a Hard of Hearing person with her cochlear implants in and as a 
Deaf person with them out.  She uses ASL and can speak and understand speech well enough to 
communicate with hearing people.  She has hearing parents and the cause of her deafness 
remains unknown.  She learned sign language from her interpreter in her mainstream 
kindergarten class.  She attended mainstream schools, with interpreters, until her freshman year 
in high school when she transferred briefly to a residential school.  She explained that she went 
back to the public school because “that is what I was used to” even though she was the only hard 
of hearing student in attendance and “hearing people were afraid to try to communicate with me 
because they don’t know sign but if they did it would have been easier to communicate.”  She 
credited her mainstream experience for her ability to ask questions in the college classroom and 
to not be shy.   
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Hannah currently attends the community college she chose because of its “good program 
for deaf students and good interpreters.”  She further detailed the supports by adding “Daily, I 
come here to the deaf resource center and work with tutors and interpreters both.”  She explained 
that her biggest academic challenge is English “because I am used to using ASL and to change 
that to English is hard.  Here if I write in ASL the interpreter and the teacher will help me change 
it.”  Her English teacher last semester understood Deaf culture and was willing to accept her 
writing attempts and then work with her one-on-one to show her how to “make it right”.  The 
one-on-one access to instructors, along with encouragement from her interpreters, helped her get 
through her first two difficult semesters.   
Hannah lives in a dorm with a Deaf roommate, however, she also associates with some 
hearing friends because she can speak clearly and adequately understands speech with her 
cochlear implant.  Hannah spends more time studying and “working on English” than she does 
socializing.  Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) helps support her financially by paying tuition and 
living expenses.  Hannah is motivated to study and do well in school because “they (VR) are 
strict, if you make bad grades they will not support you and you have to pay yourself.  It is 
motivating.”  As an aside, Hannah mentioned that VR discouraged her from pursuing her life-
long dreams of becoming a nurse because of her deafness.  She seemed dismissive about this fact 
and explained that she decided to pursue a degree in photography, instead, and plans to attend a 
four-year university upon graduation.  Her hopes are that the university she attends will “have 
Deaf people there that could be like a mentor to keep me informed of what to do to be successful 
since they had already experienced it.”  When asked what Hannah thought I needed to know 
about her college experience that I had not asked she stated: 
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One thing I would really hope for is that more hearing people would try to communicate 
with the deaf and not be afraid.  I notice that some of my friends are afraid to 
communicate with the deaf.  It is simple either learn sign or write back and forth. 
Hannah can only be somewhat successful at learning English, this situation is unlike a 
foreign student who has the physical ability to learn English.  Deaf people are limited because 
they cannot hear the language but hearing people have the physical ability to learn ASL.  It 
became apparent that although Hannah had acclimated to her learning environment she did not 
believe she was fully integrated due to the language barrier.   
Paul was born hearing and became Deaf at the age of two due to illness.  His mother is 
also deaf but is oral and does not use sign language.  Paul began speech therapy in kindergarten 
while mainstreamed in public schools and was oral until he entered a residential school for the 
Deaf his freshman year of high school.  He then began learning sign language, which took one 
year “because no one talked”, and is now a fluent ASL user.  Paul struggled in the mainstream 
environment because although his speech was relatively understandable he was unable to read 
lips.  He explained: 
Teachers would think I was hearing because my speech was good but I still could only 
hear someone knocking on the door or an alarm.  I didn’t understand speech and cannot 
read lips well and that was all I had to depend on was reading their lips during lecture.   
However, once he learned ASL at the residential school for the Deaf he “…felt so much 
better.  I understood so much better to have that one-on-one help that I never had before.”  Paul 
added that after he learned ASL and could communicate, his interpreter, at the residential school, 
was able to help him improve his English.   
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 Paul chose his community college because of the services they provide Deaf 
students.  He offered: 
Oh it is wonderful here, with good interpreters and tutors.  Suppose I have a problem with 
English or whatever, I can text and say I need help and they say come in and we sit down 
one-on-one.  Do they give me the answers, no, they just help me figure out how to guess 
right and then I use my own words.  It is really nice to have the support. 
Paul’s college choice was also influenced by his high school guidance counselor, who 
was familiar with the services the community college provided and knew it would be a smooth 
transition from the residential school to the college.  His parents also encouraged him to “come 
to a community college first to get the basics to help me be ready for a 4-year university.”  He 
lives in the dorm with a Deaf roommate.  He has a good relationship with his roommate and has 
both Deaf and hearing friends.  He does not socialize much but rather spends more time studying 
because he “wants to continue on with his major and be successful.”   
One challenge he has faced at the community college is faculty’s willingness to help.  He 
shared, “I feel like they think it is unfair to the other students to work one-on-one with me.  But 
some teachers will work one-on-one with me and that really helps me learn and improve the 
most.”  Paul’s biggest challenge, however, is English.  He struggles with “having to use more 
advanced words when we submit paragraphs” and believes he is really “better with basic words.”  
Although Paul has faced some challenges he said he is motivated to continue his education and 
hopes to get his master’s degree. 
While Paul was attending the residential school for the deaf he had a Deaf teacher/coach 
that he really looked up to.  This teacher had graduated from a prestigious university and Paul 
could identify with him and envision himself being equally as successful.  Paul stated, “I think it 
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is important to know a successful deaf person, so you can look up to them and see yourself kind 
of in their role as a future leader for other deaf people.” 
Paul is on an academic track and plans to transfer to a 4-year university upon graduation.  
He hopes the university he transfers to will have good interpreters, however, it is equally as 
important that they have good notetakers.  He likes to maintain eye contact with the interpreter to 
get the full lecture but needs good notes to prepare for exams.  Paul also hopes that there will be 
a lot of other Deaf students at the university he transfers to.   
Cara was born deaf and has several deaf family members, her parents, however, are 
hearing.  She received a cochlear implant at the age of four and started learning ASL from her 
Deaf cousins when she was five.  She has understandable speech but primarily signed during the 
interview.  Her father uses some sign language but her mother does not.  Growing up she was 
mainstreamed into a public school setting and attended a residential school for the deaf.  She 
liked both.  During the interview she did not have on her cochlear implants but said she wears 
them in class.  She explained that outside of the classroom she does not wear them much 
anymore because she is around Deaf people all the time at the resource center and they are loud.  
She noted that although she speaks well and is able to read lips with her cochlear implants she 
still has an interpreter in class with her.   
Cara explained that she did not want to attend her current community college but that she 
did not do well enough on her ACT to get into the college she wanted.  She was grateful, though, 
for the support system the community college offered.  She uses interpreters and notetakers in all 
of her classes.  While in class, she likes to watch the instructor and read his lips and sometimes 
watch the interpreter.  If she missed anything she goes directly to the instructor.  Cara seemed 
proud of her ability to communicate without the help of an interpreter.  Cara plans to get her AS 
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degree then transfer to Cosmetology school.  She has always wanted to be a cosmetologist like 
her mother, however, she was concerned that her literacy skills may prevent her from graduating.  
She explained:   
I don’t like English.  It is hard for me to write and explain myself and pick the right 
words….adjectives, verbs, nouns.  It’s hard to explain myself using English sentences.  
An example, if I write like I sign then I have to fix it to the right thing.  The interpreters 
help me fix it.  They explain to me that I have to read books.  But understand I don’t like 
to read books because it is boring. 
Cara lives on campus in a dorm with a Deaf roommate.  They get along but other than her 
roommate she tends to socialize with hearing people more because there is too much “drama” in 
the Deaf community.  She seemed to have a negative attitude about other DHH people and 
appeared to feel superior due to her ability to communicate with hearing people.  It was my 
observation that she did not have a strong command of either language, ASL or English.  She 
noted that she studies more than she socializes: 
Really here at school I have just avoided being around the other deaf people.  I really 
can’t worry about the past, I have to focus on myself, my life and to follow my plans.  I 
am excited about graduating next May and transferring to the Cosmetology school. 
She is currently taking six classes and feels overwhelmed, yet motivated to be like her 
mom.   
Trey was born deaf to hearing parents and has one deaf brother, both use American Sign 
Language.  Trey’s family moved often so he attended many different secondary schools in many 
different states.  He attended both mainstream and residential schools and said that the biggest 
challenge was, “…not being able to understand in the public schools.  I could only read what the 
82 
 
teachers wrote on the board.”  Trey sometimes had interpreters and sometimes did not.  While 
attending a mainstream program in Mississippi he did not have interpreters because: 
…in Mississippi there was a problem.  I mean, the principle understood that I needed an 
interpreter, but they did not pay for one.  So, I told my mom, if you want me to graduate 
then I need to go to a school for the deaf.   
Trey’s decision to attend his current community college was most heavily influenced by 
his high school guidance counselor who recommended the college for the services they offered 
their DHH students.  Trey uses both interpreters and notetakers in all of his classes, as well as, 
extended time on tests “so I have time to read and reread the questions on the test so I understand 
them.”  Trey understands the lecture “perfectly” with an interpreter but also appreciates his 
notetakers who, “…help a lot because, I mean, I get the power points, but the notetakers write 
down what the teacher says.”  He is pleased with the accommodations he receives, however, was 
discouraged that some instructors were less helpful than others.  His writing teacher posts 
modules for students to review if they need additional support but they are not captioned and 
English is his biggest challenge.  He currently has a writing assignment that requires him to write 
a 1,500-word essay, which he believes to be impossible.  Trey explained that he did not learn 
how to write essays in high school and although he can read his writing is weak.  The most 
difficult part, Trey noted is, “periods, commas, and quotation marks.”  The interpreters help with 
English but he wants to learn to write on his own.  He emphasized, “If I depend on an interpreter, 
than I transfer to another university, I will be stuck without that interpreter to help.”   
Trey goes to the Deaf resource office every day for tutoring and stays until 4PM when 
they close.  I suspect that these visits are a means of socialization as well as remediation.  After 
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the resource office closes, he goes to his dorm to get on his computer to get caught up on 
assignments.  He likes to socialize with his friends who are DHH but only after he studies.   
Trey became motivated to pursue higher education when he met a Deaf coach at his 
residential school for the Deaf.  He shared that the coach “…taught us a lot about life.”  The 
coach would tell the Deaf students stories and share “personal” things with them that he would 
never forget.  Trey seemed impressed that this Deaf professional had graduated from Gallaudet 
University.  It was obvious that he admired this teacher/coach and was greatly impacted by their 
relationship.  Trey shared that it was because of this Deaf man that he wanted to become a P.E. 
teacher and coach in the future.   
Mona was born hearing and became deaf due to illness at the age of four.  Her mother, 
being unfamiliar with deafness sought advice from friends and family and was advised to send 
Mona to the school for the deaf.  Mona grew up at the school for the deaf which she explained 
as, “the most horrible experience of my life.”  She said she was bullied and physically abused.  
Teachers did not abuse her but were negative about her chances for success and, “they (teachers) 
picked their favorites, the smart ones, and that made me feel deflated.”  At this same time Mona 
was estranged from her mother.   
While in the 10th grade, she attempted suicide and was hospitalized for six months.  Upon 
release she transferred to a public school and had a part-time interpreter.  That was unsuccessful 
so she transferred to a GED program, which was also unsuccessful because “there were students 
there who had gotten into a lot of trouble and had not graduated.”  There were also more 
problems with securing an interpreter so Mona returned to the public school, she was 17 at that 
time.  She reported more bullying and more problems with interpreters so she quit to find 
employment.  She was able to find employment but quickly lost jobs because “employers didn’t 
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understand me, I used too much facial expression.”  She also reported not being able to get along 
with the other employees.  She decided to attend a community college to get her GED and then 
become a Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA).  She is ecstatic about the program and the support 
services she receives.   
Mona was uncertain about her current community college program because of her many 
previous failed attempts, however, she raved about the interpreters, faculty, and staff.  She has 
two favorite instructors that, “…encourage me not to quit, they tell me I can pass.”  Mona’s VR 
counselor encouraged her to pursue the program because of the quality support staff.  Mona 
shared, “Everything in this program is perfect, and it is the best I have ever been to.”  One of the 
most positive experiences Mona reported was that she finally had a supportive peer group.  She 
expounded:  
I have met friends in class that are very nice they have similar experiences as me.  Some 
have children, they have had similar life and work experiences.  We congratulate each 
other when we pass and really support each other.  We also tease each other and have fun.  
But they encourage me and tell me that they want me to be successful. 
Mona has children and was pregnant at the time of the interview.  She stressed that taking 
care of children as a single parent, while going to school is difficult but she stays motived 
because she wants to be a positive role model for her children.  She explained that she is 
currently on social security income but does not want her children to depend on SSI in the future.  
She shared: 
I don’t want to just sit at home and be on SSI and get pregnant again and not be married 
and for my children to think that is okay.  If they see me challenge myself then they will 
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challenge themselves.  So through all the challenges in my life, I can use that to teach my 
children.  I want them to say, thank you mom, for being a good example.   
Wesley was born deaf to hearing parents.  His deafness was discovered when he was six 
months old.  He attended an Oral school (schools that focus on auditory and oral skill 
development that do not incorporate sign language) from six months of age until he turned five, 
then attended a mainstream school.  He began wearing hearing aids as a child and explained that 
the hearing aids help him locate sounds but did not and does not make speech understandable so 
he relies on lip reading.  Wesley learned ASL when he was 27 years old.  He is currently 40 years 
old, is working on a welding degree at a Mississippi community college, and uses an interpreter.  
When meeting with an instructor one-on-one, Wesley does not require an interpreter, but 
explained that instructors “speak differently” when meeting one-on-one than they do during a 
lecture, so he requires an interpreter in the classroom.   
Westley believes that his grades in high school would have been much better if he had 
been provided an interpreter, yet instead, he had to depend on reading the text books to get the 
information because his teachers, “did not know how to handle my situation.”  He added: 
They always forced me to sit in the front of the classroom and thought that fixed the 
problem by putting me close to the teacher, but that didn’t work.  The teacher would 
move around, writing on the board and talking.  One teacher, if I looked away from him 
for one second, I would get paddled.  That was the worst. 
He shared that he attended a mainstream high school his freshman and sophomore years 
that had a special program for Deaf students and had an interpreter his freshman and sophomore 
years and received all As.  Even though he did not know ASL at the time, he was able to read the 
interpreters lips and the interpreter used some basic signs that he knew.  The school, however, 
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was too far from home, so he returned to a school closer where he had lots of friends but his 
grades suffered because he no longer had an interpreter.     
Currently Wesley’s experience in the classroom is, “…very good because they 
(instructors) have the experience of working with other deaf people.”  The interpreter stays for 
the lecture part of the class but leaves when the class goes to the shop, at which time, Wesley can 
work one-on-one with the instructor.  He is also approved to have notetakers in the classroom but 
shared that he did not need them because his interpreter would highlight everything in the book 
that the teacher went over and then he would study that.   
Wesley credits his oral upbringing for his college level literacy skills.  English was his 
first language and strongly believes that all deaf children need to be taught English first, then 
learn ASL later.  He stated, “English is the number one reason they (Deaf people) have a hard 
time finding jobs or continuing their education.”  He believes that Deaf children should be taught 
English first in the home and in school and should learn ASL only to communicate with friends.  
As for those that are not taught English first, Wesley believes they can still improve their English 
skills as adults “with a lot of repetition.”  He further noted:  
Because deaf people who use ASL use that same word order to write a hearing person on 
a job interview at a company or at a doctor’s office will not understand and they will be 
like, thank you and bye bye… A lot of them (Deaf people) are on disability (Social 
Security Income, SSI), they are capable, their body is not broken, they are not dumb, but 
their education does not prepare them enough.  People assume that they are dumb.  But 
really once you get to know them they are not dumb it’s just that their English is horrible.  
English is the number one problem with the Deaf.   
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Wesley further credits his academic success to the amount of time his mother spent with 
him, “teaching me how to talk, read, and lip read.”  He added that, “She was the biggest part of 
my education.”  He said that most hearing parents of deaf children are not aware of what the 
Deaf can do.  He added: 
I feel like a lot of parents of deaf children don’t want to spend the time with the child or 
were just not aware of how to handle them…or what a deaf person is capable of learning 
and what they are capable of doing.  I feel like the parents look at their child like they are 
handicapped, like they cannot do anything.  I have proved a lot of people wrong.   
Wesley believes that with good literacy skills comes more options.  Without good English 
skills, a Deaf person’s only option is a technical program not an academic one.  He explained 
that he is in the welding program by choice.  He always wanted to be a welder despite his 
parent’s disapproval.  Wesley shared that his parents did not want him to settle for a blue-collar 
career.  He explained that he is motivated to succeed to show his parents that he can make a 
career out of something he has always wanted to do.   
Lastly, most of Wesley’s friends are hearing.  He uses an interpreter in the classroom but 
can function well without one in his daily life.  Wesley does not consider himself culturally Deaf 
and does not identify as a member of the Deaf community.  Wesley is profoundly deaf and spoke 
remarkably well considering his hearing loss.  He did however use simultaneous communication 
(signing and speaking at the same time) throughout our interview.  He seemed proud of his oral 
accomplishments and commented that as a 5-year-old entering kindergarten he was consider the 
“poster child for speech therapy.”  It was surprising that Wesley wishes he had an interpreter 
during his secondary schooling with all the emphasis he placed on his oral successes.  It became 
apparent to me throughout the interview that his speech was better than his ability to understand 
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speech, which puts him in a unique position of needing an interpret but not necessarily wanting 
one.     
Emerging Themes 
While reviewing, coding, and analyzing the participant interview transcriptions, themes 
emerged.  The information shared in the summaries provided above can inform practice; 
however, the common experiences these students faced need to be considered significant areas 
worthy of further exploration.  These themes include; language is a barrier, quality support 
services matter, and motivation to enroll and persist is influenced by Deaf role models/mentors 
and Vocational Rehabilitation counselors.  All three of these themes encompass the overall 
perceptions and beliefs of how the participants experienced attending a Mississippi community 
college.  Bronfenbrenner’s Human Development Ecology Model was used as a lens from which 
to understand the lived experiences of both the individual students, as well as, the experiences 
common among these students.  Bronfenbrenner believed that a person’s experience and 
development is influenced by everything in their environment.  I have used Bronfenbrenner’s 
model to consider the student’s perception of the impact of these influences.  
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Figure 3: Themes and subthemes of experiences of students who are DHH in Mississippi 
Community Colleges    
 
Language is a barrier. 
Language difficulties impacted the students in two significant ways.  Most perceived their 
lack of college level English literacy skills to be the biggest obstacle standing between them and 
academic success. Research shows that children with full access to a natural language from birth, 
whether it be English or American Sign Language, have the potential to develop native like 
competency in that language (Cannon & Kirby, 2013).  A student’s ability to acquire a second 
language depends largely on their competency in their native language.  The problem is that 
approximately 95% of deaf children are born to hearing parents, often leaving the child without 
the necessary language exposure required to develop competency during the critical language 
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develop years (Leigh, Andrews, Harris, 2016).   Correspondingly, the phonemic alphabet is used 
to teach English, to which the deaf child has no access.  Moreover, the deaf child born to Deaf 
parents, may have access to a natural language, however, using this native language to learn 
English is still difficult for several reasons.  American Sign Language has no written form, so 
these children have no transferable reading and writing skills.  Mentioned earlier, the English 
alphabet corresponds to sound, and the syntactic structure of English and ASL are markedly 
different (Cannon & Kirby, 2013).  Also noteworthy, Cannon and Kirby shared research by 
Bailey and Dolby (2008) that considered the vocabulary inventory of the Old English Dictionary 
compared to the Dictionary of American Sign Language and found that the inventories were 
dissimilar (2013).  The former contained more than 200,000 entries, while the later only 
consisted of approximately 8,000 entries (2013).   This is not to suggest that ASL is in anyway 
inferior to English.  ASL is a complete sustainable language capable of expressing concrete and 
abstract ideas, however, many signs can be used to convey different meanings.   
  Of the participants: Evans parents were unaware of his deafness until the age of two.  
Hannah was born deaf, learned ASL in Kindergarten and did not get her cochlear implant until 
she was 14.  Paul was born hearing and became deaf at two but did not get hearing aids until he 
was six years old.  Cara was born deaf, received her cochlear implant at the age of four and 
began learning ASL when she was five years old.  Trey was born deaf to hearing parents and 
“grew up signing”, however his parents did not learn ASL. Mona was born hearing and became 
deaf at four years of age, entered a residential school for the Deaf and began learning ASL when 
she was five years old.  Wesley was born deaf, his parents discovered his deafness when he was 
six months old and he began his oral education immediately.  Only one of the students I 
interviewed had a deaf parent and she did not use ASL.  Clearly, all participants were affected by 
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the lack of early language exposure which impacted their language development and caused 
subsequent academic challenges.   
In an article, Personal Factors that Influence Deaf College Students’ Academic Success, 
researchers considered personal factors in light of the fact that 80% of 950 entering freshmen, 
who were DHH, at The National Technical Institute for the Deaf (NTID) between the years of 
1990 – 1998, who were found to be within reading range associated with college readiness (9th – 
12th grade) dropped out (Albertini, Kelly & Matchett, 2001).  It is apparent in this account that 
academic preparation alone is insufficient for persistence.  What then, accounts for the attrition 
rate of students who are DHH who are academically prepared and the many more who are 
academically unprepared? 
The participants also spoke to the isolation they felt from their hearing peers as DHH 
students on a mainstream campus due to language barriers and cultural misconceptions.  What is 
happening on college campuses mirrors what is happening in the larger society between hearing 
and DHH individuals.  A self-segregating process in the form of hearing and DHH students 
developing “parallel social structures around each other at mainstream colleges” (Boutin, 2008, 
p.28) is common.  Frequently the acceptance and social interactions of DHH students are from 
and with other DHH students (Boutin, 2008).  However, a lack of social interaction between 
DHH and hearing students can be a barrier to social integration defined as, identifying with one’s 
institution (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).  Meaning, how truly integrated are these DHH 
students?  Is peer interaction among the DHH student population enough to constitute “social 
integration”?  There are several factors that will determine the level to which a student who is 
DHH will attempt to socialize with their hearing peers including their communication modality, 
self-identity, and cultural identity (Boutin, 2008; Stinson & Walter, 1997).   
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In her dissertation, Deaf Students in Mainstream College Composition Courses: Culture 
and Pedagogy, Tonya Stremlau Johnson, shared her experience as a Deaf mainstream college 
student, with acceptable speech and speechreading skills who later became a composition 
instructor (1996).   She explained that by using an interpreter in college, she was better able to 
access the information in class and other academic environments, however, she still missed out 
on the “pre- and post-class discussions, dorm bull sessions, study groups, special lectures and 
reading, and so on” (pp. iv).  She does however, touted her exceptional oral skills for being able 
to circumvent much of the “social isolation that often accompanies mainstreaming for deaf 
students” (pp. iv).  For the most part, participants believed they had acclimated to the college 
classroom and other academic environments, they did not however, feel, integrated into the 
colleges’ social environments.   Studies shows that it is equally as important for students to 
integrate into social environment as it is for them to integrate into academic environments and 
that Deaf students drop out of college because of a lack of socialization (Tinto, 1987; Boutin, 
2008; Albertino, Kelly & Matchett, 2011). It would appear that academic mainstreaming efforts 
may be somewhat successful in Mississippi community colleges, nonetheless social 
mainstreaming efforts need further consideration.    
Academically unprepared - English literacy. 
Six out of the seven participants expressed how significant the role of English literacy 
was on their community college experience.  Five of these participants believed the most 
substantial academic struggles they faced were associated with their lack of college level English 
literacy skills, while the other participant (Wesley) credited his academic success to his college 
level literacy skills.  The key issues that the participants mentioned were; a limited English 
vocabulary, struggles with English grammar and punctuation, and the inability to express their 
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thoughts using their second language.  Most mentioned that writing was more difficult than 
reading and that thoughts of not being able to pass their writing classes caused anxiety.    What 
was not explicitly mentioned but widely known is that weak English literacy skills do not only 
affect the DHH students’ performance in their English classes, but rather their performance in all 
subject areas.   
Evan and Paul shared that English was their second language and they were not as 
proficient using it, hence, they often struggled with using the same basic English words over and 
over rather than using more scholarly English words.  Trey struggled with English punctuation 
such as “periods, commas, and quotation marks.”  Hannah wrote using ASL grammatical 
features and would have to seek out assistance from instructor, tutors, and interpreters to 
translate her writing into English.  Cara did not feel that she could express herself using English 
and struggled with “writing like I sign, then fixing it to the right thing.”  On the contrary, Wesley, 
having a strong oral and English background, enjoys English, history, and science and believes 
that Deaf people without college level literacy skills should only enroll in “technical programs 
not academic programs.”     
Limited social opportunities. 
The participants socialized primarily with other DHH students or did not socialize on 
campus at all.  Hannah shared that the “Deaf resource office” hosted a “Deaf Dinner” once a 
month.  She explained that this was an opportunity for “…all of the Deaf to come together and 
hang out and eat together.” When asked about their socializing habits most mentioned they 
socialized less than they studied, however, most of the “studying” or remediation work took 
place in the Deaf resource office, an environment created specifically with the needs of the DHH 
student in mind.  Meaning, all the staff knew ASL.  So, while the students were seeking 
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opportunities for academic support, these “tutoring sessions” were also opportunities to engage 
socially with others who “spoke the same language”.  Hannah wished that hearing students 
would learn ASL so they could communicate better with the Deaf students, “One thing I would 
really hope for is that more hearing people would try to communicate with the deaf and not be 
afraid.”  Mona finally had “hearing friends” in class with similar life experiences.  But her 
interaction with them was limited to an occasional pat on the back or thumbs up representing 
encouragement.  She seemed to have more of a connection with her favorite teacher who said, “I 
need to trust her.  That I have a chance to change my life and that I can’t ever give up.”  Mona 
meets with this teacher daily with an interpreter. 
Most of the participants recognized that compared to their hearing peers, who seemed to 
spend more time socializing, they were spending the majority of their time working with 
instructors one-on-one, with tutors, and with interpreters to improved their English skills.  Trey 
went to the Deaf resource office every day until they closed at 4:30PM to work with tutors and 
interpreters.  Paul believes that working with instructors one-on-one with an interpreter is the 
most effective academic support and does so at every opportunity.  Hannah also attends the Deaf 
resource center daily.  She also meets often with instructors one-on-one.  If written assignments 
are due, she must turn them in ahead of time to allow the instructor to “show me what I need to 
do and I make the changes.”       
Quality support services matter. 
To comply with Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act, colleges and universities 
are required to provide reasonable accommodations to ensure full access to students with 
disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).  For DHH students, reasonable 
accommodations can include, but are not limited to; qualified interpreters, notetakers, access to 
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tutoring services, access to one-on-one assistance to instructors, extending testing time, and real-
time captioning.  The effective use of accommodations in the postsecondary setting depends on 
both individual student factors, as well as, institutional factors.  Students must know how to 
request accommodations and how to advocate for the implementation of accommodations while 
institutions must ensure, by earmarking resources, sufficient quality supports such as qualified 
interpreters, which can be challenging in rural areas (Cawthon & Leppo, 2013; Johnson & Fann, 
2016).   
Students who are DHH must register with their college or university’s DSS office before 
receiving accommodations.  The quantity of these services is equally as important as the quality.  
It became apparent while interviewing the participants that having quality support services 
outside of the classroom was as important if not more important than having them inside the 
classroom.   Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act, which was modeled after Section 504 
of the Rehabilitation Act and applies to all institutions that receive federal dollars, clearly states 
that institutions must make their programs, including their extracurricular programs, accessible 
to students with disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).  Additionally, any 
opportunities afforded to students without disabilities must also be made accessible to students 
with disabilities, like tutoring sessions and one-on-one meetings with instructors.  Research 
shows that students who are DHH who have more informal, outside of the classroom, interaction 
with faculty, get better grades (Stinson & Walter, 1997).  However, for these interactions to be 
meaningful, they cannot be incumbered by communication challenges, therefore interpreters 
must be available.   
I observed, during the interviews, that students who attended a campus with a designated 
DHH resource office spent considerably more time at these offices and emphasized the 
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significance of these interactions more than their peers who attended a campus that only housed 
a DSS office.  It is my opinion that the latter students did not require less support but rather the 
DSS office environment may have been less “Deaf friendly”.  The majority of the staff in the 
DSS office did not sign compared to the Deaf resource office where all staff signed.  Likewise, 
the staff at the DSS office may have been less culturally aware.  Experts caution higher education 
practitioners against assuming the provision of accommodations will ensure success for DHH 
students, but rather these provisions should be considered the first steps in promoting academic 
and social inclusion (Johnson & Fann, 2016).   
Informed college choice.  
The majority of participants commented on the importance of having access to support 
services such as quality interpreters and notetakers.  They indicated that their college choice was 
overwhelmingly influenced by the availability of these support services and that they had 
achieved academic success thus far because of the quality and quantity of these services.  Each 
became aware of these services through either their high school guidance counselor, their VR 
counselor, or DHH peers.  It is typical that DHH students want to attend a college with a large 
population of DHH students.  The quality services and the resulting large DHH population are 
both enticements for perspective students.   
Evan and Mona’s VR counselors encouraged them to pursue their current programs 
because of the support services they offered their DHH students.  Hannah choose her community 
college because of the “good program for Deaf students and good interpreters”.  Hannah shared 
that there are approximately 14 DHH students currently in attendance with 12 perspective 
students planning to enroll the following semester.  Paul and Trey’s choice was influenced by 
their high school guidance counselors, who encouraged them to enroll in their community 
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college because of the specialized services they provided and how these services would provide 
for a smooth transition from a residential school for the Deaf to the college environment.   None 
of the participants reported difficulty advocating for themselves to secure or implement 
accommodations.  I believe these students have all had long histories advocating for themselves 
and that the transitions were made smooth, in large part, because of the relationship between the 
high school guidance counselors and the community college support staff.  This was particularly 
true with students who transferred from residential schools for the Deaf into community colleges 
that housed Deaf resources offices.   
Quality support services inside/outside of the classroom.    
Most of the participants credited the support services they received for their current 
academic success.  The key supports that participants mentioned were; quality interpreters, 
virtually unlimited access to tutors with interpreters, access to interpreters outside of the 
classroom for one-on-one meeting with instructors, quality notetakers or access to instructor’s 
notes, and encouragement from support staff.  They also credited the quality of support services 
for the large enrollment of Deaf students which encouraged more opportunities for; socializing, 
leadership opportunities, and identity development. 
Hannah and Trey go to the DHH resource center daily for work with tutors and 
interpreters.  Hannah also has notetakers in all her classes.   The notetaker “writes down different 
words than I do”, which helps her do better on the tests.  Paul described the DHH resource center 
as a place “…that has tutors that can help with math, reading, and writing.  They work with you 
one-on-one to solve problems.”  He explained that some of the tutors sign and that some of the 
interpreters also tutor.  Paul also believes that having one-on-one access to instructors outside of 
the classroom with an interpreter is what “really helps me learn and improve the most.”    Mona 
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describes the support services she receives as “wonderful” she has a good relationship with two 
instructors that she works with daily with an interpreter.  Wesley has an interpreter for the lecture 
part of his courses that interprets and also highlights his textbooks to reflect everything the 
teacher has covered.  A distinction needs to be made between a freelance interpreter and a full-
time staff interpreter.  Freelance interpreters are typically hired to cover the DHH student’s class 
schedule.  When the classes are over the interpreter leaves.  However, a full-time staff interpreter 
remains on campus and is more likely available to meet the student’s needs outside of the 
classroom.  All of the participants attend community colleges that had full-time staff interpreters.   
Motivation to enroll/persist.  
Each participant shared their motivation to pursue a higher education degree and while 
the sources of motivation varied, the majority were influenced by their VR counselors, by Deaf 
role models, or by the desire to become a role model.  Each of the participants received state 
funding to attend college.  Although I was aware of the monetary support the Mississippi 
Department of Rehabilitation Services (MDRS)/Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) provided 
students who are DHH to attend postsecondary institutions, I had not considered the relationship 
these students had with their local VR counselors and how these relationships influenced 
enrollment and retention.   
The goal of Vocational Rehabilitation is to improve the employment outcomes of their 
clients through training, whether vocational or academic, and through assistance with job 
placement (Schoffstall, S., Cawthon, S. W., Tarantolo-Leppo, R. H., Wendel, E., 2015).  The 
services VR provides their clients who are DHH are similar to the services they provide their 
other clients with disabilities, such as, career advising, forming relationships with potential 
employers, and on-the-job training (Elliot & Leung, 2004).  In addition to these services, VR 
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counselors who are trained to meet the specific needs of clients who are DHH, have the 
opportunity to impact these linguistic-cultural minority members in powerful ways.  It is true that 
the practical application of VR assistance and the standard procedures they work under can 
motivate students to persist (e.g. maintaining a GPA above a 2.0 is mandatory to receive 
services).  Additionally, however, these agents of change are positioned to go well beyond paying 
the bills to facilitating the development of personal skills associated with academic success.   
Research indicates the many benefits of having a Deaf Role Model (DRM) or Deaf 
“mentor” on DHH young adults (Rogers & Young, 2011).   From the perspective of a DRM, 
working with young DHH students allows the student to explore their Deaf identity through the 
experiences of others.  DRM also have a reassuring effect on parents and can change the attitudes 
they have towards deafness and their child’s abilities.   Research done at Gallaudet University 
revealed that pairing up deaf undergraduates with deaf mentors resulted in a nearly fourfold 
increase in students matriculating into graduate programs (Braun, Gormally, & Clark, 2017).  
The National Technical Institute on Technology reported similar results.  Historically DHH 
mentees have been paired with “Deaf-unaware” hearing mentors.  These relationships were not 
as successful due to communication barriers and cultural differences; however, little difference 
was observed in the pairing of “Deaf-aware” hearing mentors with DHH mentees and Deaf 
mentors pairing with DHH mentees (Braun, Gormally & Clark, 2017).  Meaning, mentors were 
beneficial in improving the matriculation rates of DHH mentees, whether the mentors were Deaf 
themselves or hearing but “Deaf-aware”.  Other benefits of mentoring include; identity 
development and developing self-esteem and self-confidence, which support long-term outcomes 
in academics (Cawthon, Johnson, & Garberolgio, 2016).   
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What was markedly absence from the participants reported sources of motivation was 
their parents.  Several mentioned the impact, both positive and negative, their parents had on 
them during their formative years; however, none of the participants indicated that their parents 
were involved in their decision to enrollment in college or in their motivation to persist.  As 
previously established, approximately 95% of all DHH children are born to hearing parents.  It is 
rare that hearing parents will learn American Sign Language, so more often than not, 
communication is challenging in these relationships.  DHH children that attend residential 
schools for the Deaf, often feel more “at home” in these environments, where communication is 
not a barrier.  It is common that DHH children who attended residential schools, begin to view 
the teachers, staff, and peers as their family.  These “family members” often become more 
influential in their lives than their biological family members.    
Vocational rehabilitation. 
All participants received financial support from VR to attend college.  Several shared 
how motivated they were to receive good grades for fear of losing VR funding.   Hannah 
believes that VR is “strict” however, added “But I guess that helps to stay motivated to make 
good grades.”  Paul feared that VR may not continue to support him once he transferred to a 4-
year university.  He was motivated to make good grades in the hopes that they would.  Mona 
credited the encouragement she received from her VR counselor for her enrollment in her current 
college program, “You know when I first got here I wasn’t sure because I had failed at school 
three different times.  So, I was really afraid to come here and fail again, but my VR counselor 
told me to not be afraid because it was a really good program.”  Evan had several meetings with 
his VR counselor leading up to his enrollment.  He explained, “My relationship with VR is 
excellent. We had a meeting related to my educational goals and financial support like six to 
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eight times per year. My current VRC knows ASL very well unlike my previous VRC.”  As a 
side, Evan believes it is “crucial” that VR counselors can effectively communicate with their 
clients, without the use of an interpreter, who often knows personal information about the DHH 
person, which makes meetings awkward.   
Deaf Role Models/Mentors. 
Participants shared how they were either motivated to enroll and to persist in their 
community college because of the influence of a Deaf role model or because of the desire to 
become a Deaf role model.  Several spoke about the “AHA moment” they experienced after 
meeting their first professional Deaf person and how that experience influenced them to 
reconsider their academic and career expectations and goals.  Evan, Paul, and Trey all shared the 
life changing experiences they had upon meeting a professional Deaf person.  All three met their 
Deaf role model at a residential school for the Deaf.  Deaf teachers, coaches, and administrative 
staff are most often hired at residential schools where the use of ASL is encouraged and 
interpreters are not needed.  Evan felt hope for the first time and was “motivated to new goals” 
after having his first Deaf teacher.  After encounters with a Deaf principal, Deaf instructors, and 
Deaf support staff, Evan went from an “I can’t, can’t, can’t” attitude to an “I can, can, can” 
attitude.  Paul visualized himself “as a future leader for other DHH people”, after transferring to 
a residential school for the Deaf from a mainstream program and meeting his first Deaf 
teacher/coach.  Trey was impressed by his Deaf coach’s academic successes and shared that the 
coach “taught us a lot about life.”  He further noted that the coach would “teach us more personal 
things and tell us stories that I learned from and will never forget.”   
These experiences also prompted a more positive self-identify and fostered a sense of 
empowerment that had been largely absent in their lives.  It is worth noting the DHH people do 
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not typically identify with their hearing family members, which is usually the case in traditional 
families.  There Deaf identity begins to develop once around other Deaf people.  Evan shared his 
perspective on the importance of identity development for the DHH students: 
From my perspective, I think that the main thing that deaf students are missing is a deaf 
identify.  It is important for teachers to bring into the classroom professional deaf people 
maybe men and women accountants or teachers and explain how they got there so that 
the deaf students can become motivated.  So that deaf students have more options for 
their futures.  They can start thinking, I can become a teacher, I can whatever, but without 
that example they have no hope. 
Hannah hopes that the university she transfers to will “have Deaf people there that could 
be like a mentor to keep me informed of what to do to be successful.”  Mona wants her children 
to “look at a successful mom and say they want to be the same as her.”  She is currently 
attending college in hopes of full time employment to break her dependency on SSI, to set an 
example for her children.   
Discussion of Theoretical Framework 
Bronfenbrenner believed that a person’s experience and development is influenced by 
everything in their environment.  The postsecondary student who is DHH brings to the 
community college setting inherent qualities through which she interacts with the different 
ecosystems made up of her immediate community and larger society.  The many inherent 
qualities and ecosystems have been discussed throughout this paper.  The community college 
student’s experience and development are influenced by her family members, peers, support 
staff, and faculty (Microsystem), by school and state policy (Exosystem), and by institutional and 
societal attitudes and values (Macrosystem).  In this particular case, the influences are unique, 
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however, common to the Deaf experience.  The DHH student’s Microsystem is made up of 
biological family member, pseudo family members at the residential school for the Deaf, DHH 
and hearing peers, faculty, support staff uniquely trained to meet specific needs, ect...  The 
student’s Exosystem is made up of the institution’s policies and procedures, such as the process 
of securing accommodations, and VR’s regulations for receiving services.  Lastly, the student’s 
Macrosystem involves faculty, staff, peers, and the larger society’s attitudes and values, such as 
their understanding or misunderstanding of Deaf culture, that influence their perspectives and 
subsequent treatment of the student.   
Limitations of Data 
Students who were DHH who were not registered with their colleges’ DSS office were 
not recruited to participate in this study.  It is important to consider the relationship students with 
disabilities have with the support office on their campus to fully understand the effects of the 
campus environment on the students.  The relationship between the DHH students and their 
immediate supports (i.e. interpreters and notetakers) have a profound impact on their academic 
success.  My experience working with DHH students on the college campus has taught me that 
these relationships are among the most impactful relationships on student persistence.  It is also 
important to consider how accommodations are requested, provided, and perceived by DHH 
students.   
Another limitation of the study became apparent during the interview process.  
Individuals who are DHH are often isolated due to the language barriers they face in most 
situations.  When an opportunity to communicate arises, some who are DHH are more 
enthusiastic than those without such barriers, thus, it was difficult at times to keep the 
participants on task or focused on answering the interview questions.  Efforts were made to 
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refocus the participants in an attempt to complete each interview in the agreed upon length of 
time.  The only students who participated in the study were those who voluntarily responded to 
the recruitment letter.  The letter clearly stated the purpose of the study. 
Delimitations of Data 
Research participants were recruited from Mississippi community colleges only.  Both 
researchers live in Mississippi and work in higher education in Mississippi and have both 
personal and professional ties to the specific student populations we choose to study.  Similar 
studies have been conducted in other areas of the United States, however, none have been done 
in the state of Mississippi.  We both believe the results from this study can impact the academic 
success of students with disabilities in the state of Mississippi.  DSS staff were instrumental in 
recruiting participants.  They forwarded recruitment letters to students who were DHH and 
registered with their office. 
Also, the number of participants had to be limited due to the amount of time it took to 
transcribe each interview.  Because all the participants used ASL, the interviews had to be video 
recorded, translated (from ASL to English), then transcribed.  This proved to be an extremely 
lengthy process.  For example, from translation to transcription a 45-minute interview took 
approximately five hours to complete. 
Chapter Summary 
In Chapter IV, I have described the methods of research, interview protocol, and the 
participant’s demographics.  I have summarized each of the seven participant interviews, 
conveyed the three overarching themes and six sub-themes, shared the limitations and 
delimitations of this study, and considered my findings through Bronfenbrenner’s Ecology 
Model of Human Development.  Chapter V includes a discussion of what implications the 
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findings have on policy and practice.  Recommendations are made in light of these findings 
along with suggestions for further research.   
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CHAPTER V 
DISCUSSION 
         Author:  Ronda Bryan 
In chapters I through III, my co-author, Krystal Berry, and I expounded on the role of 
society in constructing disability, thus influencing the marginalization of an entire population of 
individuals.  We explored the public and private goods argument as it pertains to SWDs.  This is 
a significant point of exploration because it focuses on the importance of postsecondary 
education for SWDs, both from a social justice and equity perspective.  The argument can be 
made that students and society benefit from the inclusion of SWDs in higher education.   
The interview protocol for both studies was based on Pascarella’s General Causal Model 
of Student Development.  The model applies to the environmental factors that influence 
postsecondary retention and completion.  This model was selected for its ease of use with our 
two sub-populations.  Also, because social and environmental barriers can strongly affect SWDs, 
it was deemed useful to explore those influences on the two sub-populations in Mississippi 
community colleges.  The aim of the studies is to influence policies, practice, and considerations 
of institutional climate in Mississippi community colleges.  Research has established that even 
with legally mandated accommodations, both of our sub-populations have an attrition rate of 
approximately 85%.  By highlighting the lived experiences of SWDs, community colleges and 
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other postsecondary institutions will understand that more than academic accommodations are 
required for retention and completion.  SWDs are no different than other populations of students.  
They participate in college life in much the same way as their non-disabled counterparts.  Their 
participation, however, can be hindered by misunderstandings and social factors that are not 
conducive to academic success.  Both studies aim to change the narrative so SWDs will succeed 
in Mississippi postsecondary institutions, and schools will benefit from higher completion rates.   
Chapter IV presented data analysis from my independent study of students who are DHH 
in the Mississippi community college system.  The findings were reviewed, summarized, 
analyzed, and coded.  Three primary themes emerged: (1) Language is a Barrier (2) Support 
Services Matter and (3) Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors and Deaf Mentors Motivate 
Enrollment and Persistence.   This chapter offers an overview of my study, a discussion of the 
findings in relation to the literature, and the implications for practice and research.   
Overview of Study 
This study was designed to explore the postsecondary experiences of students who are 
DHH attending a Mississippi community college.  Three research questions guided the study: (1) 
What are the experiences of students who are DHH within the community college system in 
Mississippi? (2) How do the experiences affect the students’ perceptions of a successful degree 
completion? (3) What do students who are DHH believe can be done within their college to 
promote their academic success.    
 Seven students from around the state of Mississippi were interviewed on their campuses.  
Pascarella’s General Causal Model of Student Development was used to develop interview 
questions.  Semi-structured interviews were done with the purpose of highlighting the social and 
environmental influences on student retention and completion.  Three themes and six sub-themes 
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emerged:  Language is a barrier, the quality and quantity of support services matter, and Deaf 
role models and VR counselors motivate students to enroll and persist. 
Table 4 
Themes and Sub-Themes 
Theme  Sub-Themes 
1) Language is a Barrier A) Limits Social Interactions 
B) Academically Unprepared 
2) Support Services Matter A) Informed College Choice 
B) Inside/Outside Classroom 
3) Motivation to Enroll/Persist A) Vocation Rehabilitation Counselor 
B) Deaf Role Models 
 
Discussion of Findings 
There exists a plethora of research on postsecondary experiences of students who are 
DHH.  The majority of these studies have focused on the academic struggles these students faced 
and the supports, primarily accommodations, adopted to mitigate these challenges.  Few studies 
aimed to understand the effects of social integration, sense a belonging, self-advocacy, and 
attitudinal barriers on retention and completion on the students who are DHH.  While the 
perspective of scholars in the field of deafness overwhelmingly constitute the current research, 
this study aimed to highlight the students’ lived experiences.  My review of the literature to date 
uncovered scant research directed at the community college experience, and none confined 
within the state of Mississippi.  My desire to impact the college success rate of students who are 
DHH in this state, drove my efforts.   
Interview questions were designed to elicit environmental factors that both support and 
hinder student success.  A thorough analysis of the interview transcriptions yielded a plethora of 
both.  The participants shared challenges that were common among most, as well as, unique 
individual challenges.  These challenges included; communication barriers both academic and 
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social, demands of college level English literacy in light of being academically unprepared, 
unbalanced remedial/social efforts, limited social opportunities, attitudinal barriers (faculty and 
peers), the struggle to find a balance between working independently and working with supports, 
feelings of anxiety about being academically unprepared, pressures to perform academically to 
maintain VR funding, and the burden of having to prove oneself able in spite of being deaf.  
However, despite the many challenges these participants faced, they reported primarily positive 
college experiences.   
Postsecondary experiences of students who are deaf and hard of hearing. 
In all but one interview, the participants met me with enthusiasm and excitement ready to 
share their current experiences.  They each began by sharing their secondary experiences which 
were marred with inconsistencies regarding institutional type (residential, mainstreaming, 
inclusion classes), communication challenges, and social isolation.  Nonetheless, the participants 
also reported positive secondary experiences crediting; social integration (primarily residential 
settings), opportunities for identity development (primarily residential settings), and academic 
development (primarily mainstream settings).  The common denominator among all participants, 
however, was that they all felt academically unprepared for college.  This feeling tremendously 
impacted their overall college experience.  The reality of not being prepared drove them to seek 
supports and to spend an unbalanced amount of their time and energy on remediation efforts.   
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Table 5 
Overall Community College Experience 
Participant Overall Community College Experience 
Mona You know when I first got here I wasn’t sure because I had failed at 
school three different times.  So I was really afraid to come here and fail 
again but my VR counselor told me to not be afraid because it was a really 
good program.  I have been here four months now and I am learning so 
much.   
Paul Oh it is wonderful here.  Good interpreters and tutors.  Suppose I have a 
problem with English or whatever, I can text and say I need help and they 
say come in and we sit down one on one.  Do they give me the answers, 
no. Just help me figure out how to guess right and then I use my own 
words.  It is really nice to have the support. 
Trey So I come in here (Deaf resource center) every day to work with a tutor 
and I struggle through things until I final understand.  I stay here until 
4PM when they close and then go to my dorm and sleep.  Then I get on 
my computer and get caught up with my assignments.  If not I will get a 
zero and be behind.  I don’t want that.  If I am not studying I am hanging 
with my Deaf friends. 
Wesley I don’t socialize with friends here.  I work and go to class….The faculty 
here are very good because they have the experience of working with 
other Deaf people.  They have the knowledge and are aware of how to 
handle what their needs are…I have had a great experience here, I have 
not had any problems with anybody here.  
 
As positive as the participants felt about the supports offered at their respective 
institutions, the responses to the interview questions revealed some underlying feelings of 
uncertainty and fear.   Some students were concerned that they would not pass their English 
Composition classes or develop English competencies sufficient for success at four-year 
institutions.  Hence, much of their time was spent with support staff working on developing 
English competencies, attending tutoring sessions, or meeting one-on-one with instructors.  
Although these instances would not be considered “social opportunities” for their hearing peers, I 
believe time spent at the Deaf resource office or with support staff also met some of the DHH 
students’ social needs.   
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When not with support staff, the participants spent most of their time with DHH peers.  
Those who reported having some residual hearing and the ability to communicate orally/aurally 
occasionally associated with hearing peers.  Several participants mentioned having positive 
experiences with hearing students in their classes, yet, these relationships had not developed into 
close friendships.  The majority had DHH roommates, associated with former high school DHH 
classmates, had DHH spouses, and daily associated with the other DHH students at the Deaf 
resource center.  Interestingly, students with disabilities performed academically better in areas 
where their need to belong was met (Vaccaro et al., 2015).  The Deaf resource center was 
described as a place where belonging needs were met and where academic performance was 
enhanced.   
Staff at the Deaf resource center hosted monthly gatherings for the DHH students to 
socialize and eat.  Those who attended campuses that housed Deaf resource centers experienced 
a greater sense of belonging than those who attended campuses that only had a DSS office. 
Students who attended schools with Deaf resources centers also reported more incidents of using 
self-advocacy skills, while those attending campuses with DSS offices seemed to rely more on 
the support staff to communicate with faculty of their behalf.  Although a few desired that 
hearing students would learn ASL, the majority’s social needs were met among their DHH peers.  
A few of the participants used the word “fear” when describing hearing students’ reluctance to 
try and communicate with them.  Rather than a social barrier, the participants seemed to view 
this as attitudinal in nature or simply a lack of knowledge.   
Student perceptions of successful degree completion. 
Of the participants, four were on an academic tract, while the other three were on a 
vocational tract.  Contingent on passing their English classes, all believed they would either 
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graduate and find employment or graduate and transfer to a four-year institution.  All credited the 
quality of and quantity of access to the support staff, additional one-on-one time with instructors, 
and additional tutoring for their current academic success.   
Table 6 
Thoughts Related to a Successful Degree Completion 
Participant Thoughts Related to Factors for Successful Degree Completion 
Evan Before I really struggled academically, just like other deaf people.  It was really 
hard for me that is why I decided to come here to a community college.  I think a 
community college is the best place to start.  I think the best decision I made was 
to come here first, If I hadn’t I would still be struggling.  Here they have helped 
me develop in the area of English, I learned how to study to prepare for tests.  
Also you really have to totally immerse yourself into class then you will be fine.  
If you don’t if you just go sit and not pay attention or don’t care then it’s hard to 
make any progress.  You must be motivated.  That to me is what is most 
important…motivation. 
Hannah You just have to practice a lot.  Some big words I don’t understand.  Writing 
English is harder than reading it.  I failed English my first semester because of 
grammar.  I explained that I write in ASL and the teacher said oh I understand 
deaf culture.  I am taking intermediate English right now, if I pass, then next 
semester I have to take comp 1 and write a 500 word paper.  That is way too 
much.  
Trey The two biggest helps have been the interpreters and the notetakers.  I 
understand the lecture perfect with the interpreter.  The notetakers help a lot 
because…I mean, I get the power points but the notetakers write down what the 
teacher says.  So I have both the power point and a summary of the lecture.  So 
when I go to take the test.  I read over the notes and talk with the interpreter for 
extra explanations.  I also have extended testing time so I have time to read and 
understand the questions.  But with all of that I can easily take the tests. 
Mona Right now I am getting SSI and it’s okay but I really want to challenge myself 
and work with my hands.  I don’t want my children to look at me and say they 
want to be the same on SSI.  I want them to look at a successful mom and say 
they want to be the same as her. 
 
All had experienced communication challenges in their secondary settings that threatened 
their academic success; however, this no longer seemed to be the case.  Although communication 
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was seen, by some, as a social barrier, the availability of support services largely mitigated these 
barriers in the classroom and other academic environments.   
Those who transferred from a residential school for the deaf into a college with a Deaf 
resource center transferred and adjusted with relative ease.  High school guidance counselors, 
VR counselors, parents, and college support staff were all involved with the DSS registration 
process and securing accommodations, the students, however, had to advocate for themselves in 
the classroom.  In colleges that had larger DHH student populations, the self-advocating process 
was uncomplicated by the fact that instructors were reported as having experience working with 
these students.  As was the case with a “sense of belonging”, students who attended colleges that 
had Deaf resource centers reported stronger self-advocacy practices than those who attended 
campuses with only DSS offices.  This may simply be the case of faculty on campuses with 
larger DHH student populations are more aware and responsive to their unique needs.  Students 
who attended institutions with DSS offices only, often had to remind their instructors of their 
accommodations and wished the DSS office had more contact with their instructors.   
Supports for successful college experiences and degree completion. 
Among the most commonly recognized supports were; high school guidance counselors, 
VR counselors for the Deaf, quality interpreters, notetakers, tutors, instructors, and peers.  All 
were relatively satisfied with the accommodations they received, as well as, the additional 
support from faculty and tutors.  Nevertheless, participants believed their current college 
administration could do more to promote their academic success and hoped their transfer 
institution would provide specific supports. 
 
 
114 
 
Table 7 
Factors Promoting Academic Success 
Participant Factors that can Promote Academic Success 
Evan From my perspective I think that the main thing that deaf students are 
missing is a deaf identify.  It is important for teachers to bring into the 
classroom professional deaf people maybe men and women accountants, 
teachers and explain how that go there so that the deaf students can 
become motivated.  So that deaf students have more options for their 
futures.  They can start thinking, I can become a teacher, I can whatever, 
but without that example they have no hope.  It is important for deaf 
students and deaf people in the community to be exposed to successful 
deaf adults so that they can feel like they can also set and achieve their 
dreams. 
Trey Communication…The Office of Student Disability Services needs to 
communicate better with my instructors.  Sometimes teachers don’t 
understand my needs or they forget.  Sometimes I come into SDS ready to 
take a test and they say “we don’t have the test yet”.  So then the 
interpreter will have to walk over to my class while I wait then come back 
with the test…I think SDS should send follow-up emails so the teachers 
don’t forget.  It would be better to send several emails.  Before tests I also 
bug them to remember to send over my test.  I know they get sick of it but 
it’s important.   
Hannah When I transfer it would be cool if they had Deaf people there that could 
be like a mentor to keep me informed of what to do to be successful 
because they had already experienced it.   
Paul Some (instructors) are more willing to help than others.  I think they think 
it is unfair to the other students to work one on one with me.  But some 
teachers will work one on one with me and that really helps me learn and 
improve the most. 
Cara I don’t like English. It is hard for me to write and explain myself and pick 
the right words, adjectives, verbs, nouns.  It’s hard to explain using 
sentences.  The interpreters here help me.   
Wesley  A deaf person in school needs to have an interpreter no matter what, 
teacher training on what do to if you have a deaf student in your 
classroom and notetakers.  Possibly spend more time with that person 
making sure they understand everything that is going on in that class.  
Because a lot of deaf people don’t understand words or what they mean.  
English is the number one problem and I think that it is the number one 
reason why they (Deaf people) have a hard time finding jobs or 
continuing their education. 
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High school guidance counselors were heavily involved during the transfer process, 
however, that relationship seemed to carry less weight after the process was complete.  Guidance 
counselors, VR counselors and Deaf role models all served to motivate the participants to 
establish high academic goals, to enroll in college, and to persist.  Quality interpreters, 
notetakers, and experienced instructors were essential components of the successful classroom 
experience.  Interpreters were just as important outside of the classroom for one-on-one meetings 
with instructors and tutors.  Several students reported the benefits of having tutors that signed 
and identified the one-on-one time they had with their instructors, with an interpreter, as the most 
beneficial support.  All seemed to recognize how much they utilized the support staff.  Most 
seemed determined to develop sufficient English literacy skills to reduce their dependence on 
remedial efforts in the future.  Below, implications for practice and future research are 
considered in light of the themes that emerged from this study.   
Implications for Practice 
Consider innovative approaches to “remediation”. 
It is well established in the research that the majority of postsecondary students who are 
DHH arrive on college campuses academically unprepared.  For reasons already presented, the 
median grade at which a high school graduate who is DHH reads is a 4th grade level (Qi & 
Mitchell, 2012).  Therefore, remediation efforts involving support staff such as sign language 
interpreters is imperative but not sufficient.  Effective remediation efforts are beyond the scope 
of this study; however, institutional personnel should consider students who are DHH as second 
language learners (SLL) and treat them accordingly.  Most 4-year institutions provide testing to 
other second language learners, (i.e. International students), to determine their college readiness, 
then provide intensive English courses if needed.  Traditionally these students receive support 
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with program application, admission, arrival and adjustment, and integration.  Students who are 
DHH could benefit from similar services.  Additionally, typical college Writing Centers are ill-
equipped to serve students who are DHH.  Interpreters can advocate for the students in this 
situation by educating personnel about the linguistic differences between ASL and English. 
Educate faculty and staff. 
Faculty and staff need information on how to best serve students who are DHH in light of 
the challenges they face upon arrival.  Indeed, in his research on persistence, Boutin cited Wolfe 
and Wodrick’s (1997) work that concluded the primary area of deficiency among faculty and 
staff related to serving students who are DHH is awareness; they simply are unaware of their 
needs (2008).   Campus DSS support staff should educate faculty on classroom pragmatics and 
the effects of perceived attitudinal barriers.  Information about classroom pragmatics could 
include tips such as; instructors should reduce their amount of movement to maximize the 
students full view of the instructor, board, and interpreter, also instructors should consider 
building in pauses during the lecture as communication of concepts takes time to get from the 
instructor, through the interpreter, to the students (Boutin, 2008).  One participant believed that 
some instructors were reluctant to provide additional assistance for fear that it would create an 
unfair advantage for the DHH student.  This may or may not be an accurate perception; however, 
it did affect the student’s willingness to seek the help he needed.  Henceforth, training for 
instructors and students would help to mitigate the influence of perceived attitudinal barriers.  
Provide socialization opportunities. 
Research on attitudinal barriers and hearing peers by Coryell, Holcomb and Scherer 
(1992) found that hearing students believed that the three best strategies to modify the attitudes 
they had about DHH students were; to associate more with DHH students, to learn more about 
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their culture, and to become fluent in ASL.  I currently have two Deaf students enrolled in the 
ASL classes I teach and believe that this experience has impacted the attitudes my hearing 
students previously had.  Friendships have developed and both hearing and Deaf peers have 
gained mutual respect for one another.  From my experience, the “fear” of having to 
communicate with a native user of the language a student is learning is real, however, with 
continued exposure to the native user that fear is replaced with a motivation to learn.  Walls come 
down and all involved are challenged to consider new perspectives capable of broadening their 
perceived reality.  It is often the case in these situations that a hearing student, struggling to 
communicate for the first time, realizes their “hearing privilege”.  These are opportunities for 
discussions on the merits of mentorship and advocacy (Braun, Gormally, Clark, 2017). 
Reconsider the definition of literate.  
The narrow definition of English literacy may be considered against the broader 
definition of functional literacy.  Research shows that while students who are DHH may not 
always master school based English literacy, they use functional literacy better than expected 
(Garberoglio, Cawthon, Bond, 2013).  Using a deficit perspective, measuring DHH individuals’ 
literacy levels against the literacy abilities of native users, DHH individuals will inevitably fall 
short.  Traditionally school based measures are used to assess literacy ability, however, literacy 
practices extend far beyond the school setting.  Research shows that English literacy strongly 
predicts college enrollment of students who are DHH, yet is not a significant predictor of college 
completion (Garberoglio, Cawthon, Bond, 2013) or classroom learning (Convertino, Marschark, 
Sapere, Sarchet, & Zupan, 2009).  Once the student who is DHH successfully enrolls in a 
postsecondary setting other factors, such as motivation and self-advocacy practices, seem to be 
much more influential in terms of their academic success (Garberoglio, Cawthon, Bond, 2013).   
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This is not to suggest that college requirements be relaxed for students who are DHH, but that 
faculty should be provided information regarding the linguistic distinction between ASL and 
English and the limitations placed on students who are DHH when a narrow definition of literacy 
is used to measure their ability.   
Research has shown that cognitive differences between hearing and DHH students may 
cause issues in postsecondary classroom learning (Marschark & Knoors, 2012).  Postsecondary 
institutions have been more willing to admit students who are DHH with a variety of special 
academic needs, however, they have been largely unwilling to consider modification of 
instructional methods and materials used in the classroom.  These modifications may go beyond 
legally mandated accommodations but have the potential to promote and facilitate the students’ 
strengths (Sarchet et al., 2015). 
Increase Vocational Rehabilitation’s involvement. 
The participants in this study identified VRCs and Deaf role models as sources of 
motivation, however, these sources have the potential to continue and expand their influence.  
The participants were motivated to do well academically to maintain VR financial support; 
however, VRCs have the influence, well beyond funding leverage, to impact their clients’ 
persistence.  The prevalence rate of students who are DHH on college campuses is low.  Even 
those working in DSS offices have limited experience working with students who are DHH.  
VRCs for the DHH can provide important insight into the direct and indirect barriers these 
students face.  VR counselors must adopt a dual development process approach teaching both the 
client self-advocacy practices and teaching postsecondary support providers how best to advance 
them (Schoffstall, Cawthon, Tarantolo-Leppo, Wendel, 2015).    With the end goal of 
employment in mind, the VRC can anticipate future advocacy challenges the student will face 
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and recommend opportunities, in the academic setting, that would enhance effective self-
advocacy skills (Schoffstall, Cawthon, Tarantolo-Leppo, Wendel, 2015).   
Literature suggests that both self-advocacy and self-determination are developmental 
processes requiring sufficient time and ample opportunities for practice to fully develop 
(Szymanski, 2000).  It may be necessary for experienced VRCs to partner with high school 
guidance counselors to explore such opportunities and be slow to end the process upon entrance 
into the postsecondary arena (Luft, 2014).  Researchers found that VR clients that had more 
apparent motivation and subsequent self-determination, were more likely to advocate for 
themselves (Schoffstall, Cawthon, Tarantolo-Leppo, Wendel, 2015).  Participants in this study 
reported that exposure to successful Deaf role models in their secondary setting motivated them 
to consider higher education.  Tapping into these sources of motivation and leveraging their 
impact is a noteworthy endeavor.   
Increase exposure to role models. 
Providing continued opportunities for students to associate with mentors who are either 
DHH or hearing but “deaf-aware” in settings that offer academic supports have been proven in 
the literature to promote academic success (Braun, Gormally, & Clark, 2017).  Utilizing existing 
resources such as enrolled upper-level academically successful DHH students or advanced ASL 
students to provide academic and social support, can motivate and encourage self-determination, 
while also providing opportunities for social engagement.  Orientation programs should include 
information sharing sessions with upper classmen who are DHH if available.  Effective practices 
may also include utilizing these existing resources to create mentor/tutor relationships with 
secondary mainstream and residential students who are DHH.   Because deafness is a low 
incidence disability, opportunities for interaction are limited, however, with technological 
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advances, remote experiences have the potential to create relationships that were once limited by 
location. 
The participants in this study made clear the impact DHH role models had on their 
decision to enroll in higher education.  However, upon arrival on most mainstream public 
institutions, these opportunities are essentially non-existent.  Deaf scholars are grossly 
underrepresented on American postsecondary campuses.  Universities have established hiring 
and promoting practices to promote equitable representation of faculty and staff and efforts have 
been made to promoted access and inclusion for students who are DHH, yet these students will 
notice the absence of scholar Deaf role models and question the institution’s mission.  Three 
scholar/researchers who are DHH contend: 
The essential reason behind the drive towards equitable representation is the recognition 
that the barriers to success in academia can be understood in terms of prejudice or 
ignorance.  Equitable representation is a way to remedy past wrongs as well as to satisfy 
the principle of equality that is a hallmark of democratic cultures (Woodcock, Rohan, 
Campbell, 2007, pp 359).   
So then, where are the Deaf scholars?  Efforts to recruit and sustain these scholars should 
be considered.  Often when hiring decisions are being made, applicants who are DHH are 
considered a funding liability, compared to non-disabled hearing candidates, because of the cost 
of accommodations required for access.  It has been well established that deafness is a low 
incident disability, notwithstanding, proportional representation of DHH scholars in academia 
should be at least the bare minimum (Woodcock, Rohan, Campbell, 2007).  If not institutions of 
high learning, then who better to shepherd the way toward addressing the issues of under-
representation of DHH students and scholars?  Institutions of higher learning and society stand to 
121 
 
lose a great deal by not including the perspectives of those who have had to negotiate their way 
through problematic education systems.   
Allocate adequate resources to promote full inclusion.  
Quality support services matter, however these supports should not be contained to 
classroom use only.  This study clearly implicates support staff availability beyond the classroom 
as vital to academic success.  Institutions of higher learning must allocate adequate resources to 
fully accommodate students who are DHH. Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act clearly states 
this is required by law for all institutions who receive federal funding (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2011).  Research shows that students involved with student organizations, clubs, and 
extra-curricular activities outside of the classroom are more likely to persist (Stinson & Walter, 
1997).  Students who are DHH require interpreters to have access to these valuable experiences.  
Additionally, interpreters are needed when students need to attended tutoring sessions and one-
on-one meetings with instructors outside of the classroom.   
It is worth mentioning again, that staff interpreters are usually salaried employees who 
are expected to meet students’ needs inside and outside of the classroom.  Freelance or “contract” 
interpreters are paid hourly and are typically hired to cover classes only.  If a “contract” 
interpreter is needed beyond the classroom they are paid additional hours.  Contract interpreters 
are also typically paid portal to portal, which can be costly for an institution, particularly in rural 
areas where interpreters have long commutes.  Of the community colleges I visited, the ones 
with larger deaf populations and Deaf resources offices had staff interpreters while the 
community colleges with small deaf populations and DSS offices used contract interpreters.  The 
seemingly lower cost of the contract interpreter may be appealing to an institution, however, if 
students’ needs are not being met the decision to go with the less expensive interpreter option 
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could ultimately end up being costlier.  However, if a contract interpreter is used, extend the 
number of hours they work to include for time before and after class.  This allows the DHH 
student time to socialize, check in with their notetaker, and discuss upcoming assignments with 
their hearing peers.  This increases the likelihood that the student who is DHH will feel more 
included.   
Creatively consider shared low-cost solutions. 
In a state like Mississippi where resources are scarce and there is a low incidence of DHH 
students, resources must be shared and low-cost solutions need be well-thought-out.   One 
potential solution is to share a regional transition specialist (Luft, 2014).  It is difficult to access 
experts in the field of deafness in states that are expansive with several public mainstream 
schools in each area that may have a single student who is DHH.  This regional specialist would 
be hired by the state to cover counties where DHH students are identified.  The specialist would 
work jointly with public schools’ guidance/transition counselors and other disability resources 
such as VR counselors and guidance counselors at residential schools for the Deaf.  All have 
unique areas of expertise that together have the potential to greatly impact the transition and 
persistence efforts of the student (Luft, 2014).  Additionally, residential school guidance 
counselors have access to Deaf role models who, as shown throughout this study, can greatly 
impact the motivation and persistence efforts of students who are DHH.   
The importance of including professional DHH individual into the conversation cannot 
be overstated.  Ben Bahan, a deaf scholar, insists that there is a dire need to have hearing policy 
makers and deaf professionals involved with educational policy development regarding students 
who are DHH on the state and national levels.  Deaf adults are critical in the transition process 
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for young students who are DHH.  However, when adults who are DHH are unavailable, 
knowledgeable hearing allies are beneficial (Bourne-Firl, 2016).   
Implications for Future Research 
Recommendation 1:  Conduct campus climate surveys to determine what specific 
interventions are needed regarding academic and social barriers that DHH students face.  To 
fully understand a problem of practice, all relevant perspectives must be considered.  Student 
readiness is equally as important as institutional readiness.  To understand the environmental 
factors, both academic and social, that challenge student success, an exploration of all 
constituents needs to be initiated.  Trying to solve a problem that may not exist would be futile.  
Identifying areas of concern, being transparent, and taking ownership of institutional barriers are 
the first steps in removing them.  To this end, research focused on understanding individual 
campus environments as they pertain to students with disabilities, through campus climate 
surveys for example, is recommended.   
Recommendation 2:  Expand the current study to include student perceptions of the 
transfer process to a four-year institution.  There exists a plethora of research examining the 
perspectives of scholars in the field of deafness on the post-secondary challenges students who 
are DHH endure.  However, scant literature exists on the student’s perspective of college 
environments and how these perspectives influence completion.   Though it has already been 
established that the majority of students who are DHH attend community colleges and that 90% 
of all community colleges serve this population (Erickson, Lee, Schrader, 2016), few studies 
have narrowed their scope to explore the community college DHH student experience.   Fewer 
studies have focused on the perceptions of the student’s transfer experience from a community 
college to a 4-year mainstream institution.   
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Recommendation 3:  Conduct research on the perceptions of other key players involved 
in the lives of Mississippi students who are DHH.  Other key players involved in the 
postsecondary experience of Mississippi community college DHH students need to be examined 
further.  Research indicates that VR counselors for the Deaf, as opposed to general VR 
counselors, are more effective at meeting the specific needs of the Deaf client (Luft, 2014).  How 
many VRCs for the Deaf does the state of Mississippi employ and are they trained to meet the 
specific needs of their population?  How attuned are guidance counselors in mainstream public 
schools to the unique needs of their DHH students?  How many qualified interpreters are 
currently registered with the state of Mississippi and available in rural areas to meet the demands 
of DHH secondary and post-secondary students? Research establishing a clear picture of where 
the state currently stands as it relates to meeting our DHH students’ needs is recommended.   
Recommendation 4:  Conduct research on a pilot program established to determine the 
effectiveness of a remote mentor/mentee program.  I recommend establishing a pilot program at a 
Mississippi institution of higher learning to examine the longitudinal impact of remote 
mentor/mentee relationships that connect post-secondary students who are DHH or advanced 
ASL students with secondary mainstream and residential DHH students.  Researchers could 
examine the program’s effectiveness at promoting high academic goal setting, increased 
enrollment and persistence, and improved employment outcomes of Mississippi DHH residents.   
Recommendation 5:  Conduct research highlighting the relationship between the student 
who is DHH and the interpreter.  This study clearly implicates the interpreter as one of the key 
players in the academic and social success of students who are DHH.  I believe this relationship 
is one of the most impactful on persistence and completion.  The student must have a great deal 
of faith and trust in their interpreter.  Additionally, the interpreter must maintain their interpreting 
125 
 
skills, develop a working knowledge of the course material, and actively follow the national 
Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf (RID) Code of Professional Conduct.  Research focused on 
distinguishing the characteristics of successful student/interpreter relationships from 
unsuccessful relationships could inform the hiring, training, and maintaining of these important 
supports.   
Conclusion 
Students who are DHH that attend mainstream educational institutions with hearing peers 
experience academic and social barriers.  Much of the research on these experiences has been 
conducted by scholars in the field of deafness.  It is important to understand the student’s 
perceptions of their experience because, regardless of their validity, they inform their decision 
making.  Decisions to persist and complete degrees are impacted by social and academic 
environments.  Through a person-environment approach, this study revealed that for the 
participants interviewed, language was a barrier, support services mattered, and motivation to 
enroll and persist came from VRCs and Deaf role models.  Approaches to mitigate barriers to 
academic success must be considered beyond classroom accommodations.   
This study supports current research and adds to the growing body of literature 
highlighting the lived experiences of postsecondary students who are DHH.  To the best of my 
knowledge this is the only study done specifically on students who are DHH in the Mississippi 
community college system.  Therefore, it is strongly recommended that additional research be 
done to explore the disparities between Mississippi postsecondary DHH students’ academic 
success rates compared to the national average.   
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Semi-Structured Interview Script & Questions 
Study Title: Experiences of Students who are d/Deaf in the Mississippi Community College 
System 
 
Interviewer: Ronda Bryan   
Interviewee:  
Interview Setting:  
Affiliation with interviewee:  
Time of Interview:  
Date of Interview:  
 
SEMI-STRUCTURED SCRIPT 
Discuss Consent and reiterate the voluntary nature of the interview 
Investigator will collect Consent to Participate forms. 
  
Interviewer:   Thank you for agreeing to speak with me today. The purpose of this interview is 
to understand the experiences you have had as a Deaf student at your community college in 
Mississippi.   This is an exploratory study and there are no right or wrong answers.  A 
pseudonym will be used in place of your name and you will not be identified with your school.  I 
would like to spend the next 30 to 60 minutes learning more about your experiences.  If at any 
point you are uncomfortable or wish to end the interview, please know that you may do so.  Do 
you have any questions before we begin? 
 
Interview Protocol: 
 
Pascarella’s Five Major Sets of Variables Questions 
1. Student Background/Precollege Traits  
a. Will you please tell me more about yourself? (onset of hearing loss, degree of hearing 
loss, language used in your household, primary language used, hearing status of parents) 
b. How did you enjoy your high school experience? (mainstreamed or residential school for 
the Deaf, interpreter use, speech therapy) 
c. Explain how you prepared to attend community college? (Vocational Rehabilitation 
involvement, school guidance counselor involvement, interpreter involvement, parental 
involvement) 
d. How would you describe your personality?  
 
2. Structural Organizational/Characteristics of Institution  
a. How would you describe your institution? (supports, barriers, accommodations) 
b. What made you choose this institution? 
 
3. Institutional Environment  
a. What is your major? 
b. Why did you choose that major? (transfer aspirations, why, why not) 
c. Please tell me about where you live while attending school.  
d. How would you describe your experience in your classroom? 
4.      Interactions with Agents of Socialization  
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a. How would you describe your experience with the faculty you have had in your courses? 
b. How would you describe your experience with your peers? (Deaf and hearing) 
c. How frequently do you interact with your faculty and peers? 
d. Have any interactions at your college stood out in a positive or negative way? 
 
1. Quality of effort  
a. How would you describe the amount of effort you put into your courses? 
b. How would you describe the amount of time and effort you put into socializing? 
 
(Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991) 
  
  
References:  
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DISABILITY SERVICES OFFICER EMAIL  
Dear [DISABILITY SERVICES OFFICER NAME]:  
My name is Ronda Bryan and I am a doctoral student in the School of Education at the 
University of Mississippi in Oxford, MS. I am conducting a study to highlight the experiences of 
students who are Deaf and hard of hearing in the Mississippi community college system. The 
experiences will help identify student-related, structural and organizational, and environmental 
factors that affect student success in Mississippi.  
 
Students who are Deaf and hard of hearing who are registered with their campus disability 
service office are sought for the study. Participation involves a face-to-face interview with me. I 
am an American Sign Language interpreter registered with the state of Mississippi so I will be 
conducting the interviews myself.  Interviews are expected to last up to one hour. I will work to 
accommodate the schedule of the participants in a location on campus. Identifying information 
will be excluded and student responses will remain anonymous through the use of pseudonyms.  
 
Will you please assist me by sharing the attached message with the students registered in your 
office? Please inform the students to contact me directly at rbryan@olemiss.edu.  
I look forward to meeting with students on your campus who may be interested in participating 
in this study. Please feel free to contact me with questions using the contact information provided 
below.  
 
Thank you for your time and consideration.  
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Ronda Bryan 
Doctoral Student 
University of Mississippi 
rbryan@olemiss.edu 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
163 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
APPENDIX E:  RECRUITMENT LETTER FOR STUDENT PARTICIPANTS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
164 
 
STUDENT EMAIL – FOR USE OF DISABILITY SERVICES OFFICER 
 
Dear Student,  
 
My name is Ronda Bryan and I am a doctoral student in the School of Education at the 
University of Mississippi in Oxford, MS.   I am conducting a study to highlight the experiences 
of Deaf students in the Mississippi community college system.  The experiences will help 
identify student-related, structural and organizational, and environmental factors that affect 
student success in Mississippi.   
 
Students who are Deaf and hard and hearing and registered with their campus disability service 
office are sought for the study.  Participation involves one face-to-face interview with me.  I am 
an interpreter, so interpreting services are not needed.  Interviews are expected to last a 
maximum of one hour.  We can meet at your college campus or other mutually agreed upon 
location.  All interviews will be video-recorded and transcribed.  The recordings will be 
destroyed at the conclusion of my study.   
 
Your participation will remain confidential.  Your responses will be recorded for analysis and 
your names will not be used. Other personally identifying information will be hidden.  The name 
of your community college will not be identified in the results.  The findings from this study may 
be used for publication or conference presentations.   
 
Participation in this study is voluntary.  You may choose not to answer specific questions.  You 
may also choose to drop out of the study at any point.  No incentives are offered for 
participation.  There are no expected risks for participating in this study.   
 
I would like to begin conducting interviews in late February 2017 and will continue to meet 
participants until early May 2017.  I would love to have the opportunity to meet with you to learn 
about your experience at your community college.   
 
Please email me at rbryan@olemiss.edu to schedule an interview or to ask questions about the 
study.  I look forward to meeting you and I hope you will consider helping me develop 
recommendations for the improvement of our community college system in Mississippi.   
 
Best Regards,  
 
 
 
Ronda Bryan 
Doctoral Student 
University of Mississippi  
rbryan@olemiss.edu 
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